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Media studies has recently witnessed an upsurge in theoretical and empirical work that 
investigates the moral-ethical implications of the mediation of suffering. The research focus 
has largely been limited to representations of distant suffering by global media to audiences 
in the Global North. Contrary to the above, this work focuses on the mediation of suffering 
by media in the Global South. This study is underpinned by the understanding that suffering 
is also a proximal (local) phenomenon and mundane (everyday) phenomenon.  It is against 
this backdrop that this work uses the B-Metro tabloid’s mediations of child abuse in Bulawayo, 
Zimbabwe as a case study. The study espouses a holistic view of mediation where mediation 
is the social circulation of meaning across the moments of production, text and reception. 
Roger Silverstone’s concept of proper distance is used to evaluate the extent to which the B-
Metro’s representations of child maltreatment are successful in engendering an ethic of care 
among its readership. Methodologically, the study triangulates focus group data about the 
context of production, with a textual analysis of the child abuse stories and focus group data 
about the reception of the same. Findings from the context of production point to an 
overreliance on legal, social and cultural elites for news about child abuse. Data shows that 
B-Metro journalists are torn between compassion and institutionalised compassion fatigue 
about child abuse. Findings also point to the prevalence of a gendered perception of child 
abuse among the journalists. Textual analysis data revealed that the editorial discourse 
identifies the ethic of care and the ethic of voice as being instrumental in the fight against 
child abuse. Further, the texts exhibit a patriarchal, gendered and heteronormative 
conception of child abuse.  Reception data shows that it is more plausible to think of media 
users’ responses as being located along a continuum whose range spans compassion fatigue 
and an ethic of care. A typology of witnessing is used to capture readers’ responses to the 
mediations of child abuse. The tabloid genre was found to be simultaneously enabling and 
disabling the successful activation of an ethic of care. The thesis concludes by advancing a 
dialectical view of mediation that explores the equivalences and ambivalences between the 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
This chapter contextualises the research problem that is being investigated in this study. The 
chapter begins with an overview of the social context and media context of child abuse in 
Zimbabwe. The chapter also relates the object of study, the B-Metro tabloid newspaper to 
the phenomenon of child abuse. Additionally, the chapter specifies the research questions 
which inform this work, motivates the significance of the study, outlines the study’s 
methodological and theoretical framework, and defines the study’s key terms. 
 
The study adopts a media studies focus to the ubiquitous problem of child abuse and thus 
shares affinity with multidisciplinary endeavours to proffer theoretical explanations and 
empirical solutions that can remedy the problem (Turton, 2008:1). Sociological, 
criminological, psychological, medical and legal studies of child abuse have immensely 
contributed (and still contribute) to contemporary understandings of child abuse.  Central to 
this study, is the recognition that contemporary understandings of child abuse need to be 
complemented by research that accounts for how media figure in the public discourse about 
child abuse.  The need to empirically study the mediation of child abuse is imperative in 
contemporary conditions of late modernity. A key characteristic of late modernity is the 
ubiquity of media as evidenced by postulations within the literature about the “sheer 
pervasiveness of media” (Couldry et.al, 2013:1) , that the “media are becoming 
environmental” (Silverstone, 2007:np) and that “society and culture have become 
mediatized” (Hjavard, 2008:106). In a media saturated society, the public derives most of its 
knowledge and perceptions of child abuse from media depictions of child abuse, as most of 
the public is either disinterested or has limited access to other sources of information like the 
courts, police and civil society organisations (Mendes, 2001; Weatherred 2015, Atmore 1996). 
The agenda setting role of the media coupled with its capacity to “construct people’s 
knowledge of child abuse: of its extent, characteristics and cultural meaning” (Atmore, 
1996:335), designates it as a worthy object of inquiry vis -a- vis the mediation of child abuse. 
Thus, this study investigates the mediation of child abuse by the B-Metro. The B-Metro tabloid 
is an intriguing and compelling case given its sustained coverage of child abuse. The uptake 
of a public interest issue by a paper which according to media genre conventions is supposed 
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to be drawn to sensationalist human interest stories, provided added justification for the 
focus on the B-Metro.   
 
A preliminary reading of the B-Metro done in preparation for this study, confirmed that the 
tabloid consistently reports on child abuse. All the consulted editions of the tabloid carried a 
story on child abuse, maltreatment and vulnerability. Headlines such as ‘Speak out, protect 
our children (26 June 2016)’, ‘Mum ‘roasts’ son’s hands over ground nuts (22 September 2015), 
‘Father rapes minor daughters (12 June 2016)’, ‘Shock as granny (65) uses boy (12) to quench 
sexual thirst (25 august 2015)’, ‘Step mum, hubby, starve ‘one-night stand’ baby. (28 February 
2016)’, demonstrate the foregoing assertion. It is against this backdrop that the B-Metro was 
preferred as the case study of choice. Additionally, the study modestly compensates for the 
perceived “neglect of the coverage of children’s rights and issues both in journalism schools 
and newsrooms” (Internews, 2014:8).  
 
The problem of child abuse in Zimbabwe 
Child abuse as a social problem has gained global prominence within the international human 
rights discourse in the aftermath of the second world war (see Ferguson, 2004; Turton, 2008). 
The endemic nature of child abuse has engendered the view that late modernity, what the 
sociologist Ulrich Beck (2006:329) has called the risk society, is characterised by the 
omnipresent problem of “children at risk” (McDonald, 2003:107; Ferguson 2004:113). The 
most notable international response to child abuse is the United Nations Convention on the 
Rights of the Child, while its African equivalent is the African Charter on the Rights and 
Welfare of the Child (ACRWC). Zimbabwe has since ratified and adopted the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), as well as the African Charter on the Rights 
and Welfare of the Child (ACRWC). These international and regional instruments have been 
incorporated into Zimbabwe’s legislative framework and are enshrined in sections 19 and 81 
of its new constitution adopted in 2013. Section 5 of the Children’s Act also echoes the 
sentiments of these treaties. According to section 81 (3) of the Zimbabwean constitution, the 
high court of Zimbabwe, is the upper guardian of all children in Zimbabwe. Furthermore, 
sections 19 (1c) and 81 (1e) of the same constitution state that children are to be protected 
from economic and sexual exploitation, child labour, maltreatment or any other form of 
abuse. Though there are contestations regarding the definition of child abuse, which emanate 
3 
 
from the recognition that it is a culturally variable practice (Turton, 2008:7), it is necessary to 
specify the understanding of child abuse that underpins this study. According the normative 
view, child abuse encompasses all harmful practices and forms of vulnerability experienced 
by minors (International Society for The Prevention of Child Abuse and Neglect, 2014; World 
Health Organisation nd:59). These include sexual and physical abuse, child labour, 
psychological trauma, neglect and associated dehumanising conditions of existence (Chitando 
&Vambe 2013; Childline Zimbabwe 2010).  
 
 A recent report by UNICEF (2016:8-9), indicates that 48% of Zimbabwe’s 13million population 
are children and 18% percent of these children are orphans. Orphanhood exacerbates 
children’s vulnerability to abuse. Furthermore, the report records that 63% of children under 
the age of 14 experience emotional and physical abuse and 33% of females in Zimbabwe are 
victims of statutory rape as a result of the social prevalence of child marriages (ibid). Statistical 
data published by Childline Zimbabwe (2010) and the Zimbabwe Youth Council (2014), 
confirms that 10 girls are raped every day in Zimbabwe, and that 80% of rape victims fall 
within the 5 to 17 years age demographic. The Zimbabwe constitutional court has responded 
to the endemic problem of statutory rape by criminalising marriage before the age of 18. The 
social precarity of children in Zimbabwe has to be understood within the context of what has 
come to be known as the “Zimbabwean crisis” (Chiumbu & Musemwa 2012: ix).  It is 
productive to view the Zimbabwean crisis as an amalgam of interlocking historical and 
contemporary political, economic, and cultural problems that continue to bedevil the 
Zimbabwean nation-state (Mhiripiri & 2018:89).  The varied and contested causes of the 
Zimbabwean crisis include inter alia violent   “confrontations over land and property rights 
(Chiumbu & Musemwa 2012:ix), a “lethargic nation building project” (Santos & Ndlovu 2015: 
147), “post-colonial state sponsored genocide and repression” (Santos, 2018:4), endemic 
authoritarianism, economic decline  and the collapse of the public health system (Chigudu, 
2019: 414-420). This permanent state of crisis that has characterised Zimbabwe’s recent 
history prompted the United Nations to declare Zimbabwe as a “rouge state” (Mhiripiri & 
2018:89). Major indicators of the crisis include the Gukurahundi genocide which claimed 20 
000 civilians, the 2008  cholera crisis which claimed 5 000 lives, the crash of the Zimbabwean 
dollar amidst the highest inflation outside a war zone, the 2008 violent election runoff (see 
Chiumbu et.al 2012).  
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Against this backdrop, abuse of children in Zimbabwe is further compounded by unfavourable 
socioeconomic conditions that include HIV and Aids and a shrinking economy. To date one 
million children have been orphaned by HIV and Aids, making them more vulnerable to 
suffering and abuse that would otherwise be offset by parental care.  On the other hand, a 
shrinking economy has exacerbated the problem of child labour as 314 173 children have 
been forced to take up paid work mostly in the informal sector of the economy (Zimbabwe 
Youth Council 2014; Munro 2015:477). Accordingly, the Child at Risk report by S0S Children’s 
Village International (2015), reveals that 75.3% of Zimbabwean children are vulnerable to 
child abuse. Data about child prostitution is not readily available but based on media coverage 
of the phenomenon ‘’there is an indication that there is a serious problem in the country 
(Zimbabwe Youth Council 2014)”. The above statistics attest to the vulnerability of 
Zimbabwean children to abuse. 
 
It is against this backdrop that there has been a coordinated multisectoral response to child 
abuse by the Zimbabwean government, civil society organisations and human rights 
institutions. Notwithstanding the policy interventions meant to alleviate and eradicate the 
abuse and suffering of children, empirical evidence points to the persistence of harmful social 
practices that engender child abuse in Zimbabwe (UNICEF 2016; Chitando &Vambe 2013; 
Chitereka 2010; Childline Zimbabwe 2010; Munro 2015; Zimbabwe Youth Council 2014.)  
 
Situating the B Metro in the Zimbabwe media landscape 
The B-Metro is a tabloid established in 2010 and is published by Zimpapers, a media enterprise 
partly owned by the Zimbabwean government (www.chronicle.co.zw). The research interest 
with the B-Metro derives from the popularity of tabloids as expressed in the public 
imagination and the topicality of discourses inspired by the tabloid’s narratives of different 
kinds of abuse, particularly that of children. The B-Metro was chosen for its declared focus on 
the Bulawayo metropolitan province, a focus which finds expression in the neologism, the B-
Metro. The tabloid’s tagline, Real drama in Skies (Skies is a colloquial byname for Bulawayo) 
serves to reinforce the paper’s communal orientation. The paper’s communal focus resonates 
with the present study’s concern of how the subject of suffering children is mediated by local 
media and how local audiences relate to those representations. The choice of the tabloid 
reflects the study’s concern with proximal suffering, thus departing from the conventional 
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focus on distant suffering within the literature (Silvesrtone2007; Ong 2009; Chouliaraki 2006; 
Boltanski 2004; Kyriakidou 2015; Tait 2011). It is against this backdrop that the study 
investigates how the Bulawayo metropolitan community engages with the tabloid’s 
narratives of suffering children. The B-Metro is one of two commercial English tabloids 
currently published in the Zimbabwe and is mainly circulated in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe’s 
second largest city. Bulawayo is largely held to be a Ndebele enclave, owing to the hegemony 
of the Ndebele language and the ethnic pedigree of the region as a space that derives its 
identity from Ndebele culture and political organisation; hence the region is called 
Matabeleland (Mabweazara 2009). 
 
The emergence of tabloids within the Zimbabwean media landscape is attributable to both a 
political and economic rationale.  The foregoing has to be understood within the context and 
history of the Zimbabwean crisis discussed above. The Zimbabwean crisis has spawned a 
political and media culture which Ndlovu (2015:25) has historicised as “three waves of media 
repression”.   Ndlovu records that media repression is a colonial legacy beginning in 1940 
when broadcasting was introduced in Southern Rhodesia. The second wave of media 
repression is epitomised by the introduction of legislation meant to criminalise anticolonial 
media that was broadcasting into Rhodesia after Ian Smith’s Unilateral Declaration of 
Independence from Britain. The third wave of media repression is marked by state sponsored 
curtailment of media freedom in post-independence Zimbabwe. The ensuing discussion of 
the B-Metro locates it within the media environment of postcolonial Zimbabwe.  Generally, 
the introduction and resurgence of tabloid newspapers in Zimbabwe has coincided with 
periods of heightened political indeterminacy. Thus, Mabweazara in his seminal study of the 
reception of Umthunywa (Bulawayo’s first tabloid) asserts that Umthunywa was a “political 
project (2009:455)”. Umthunywa was established in 1987 to cater for Ndebele speaking 
people in 1985 only to be discontinued in 1987 for political reasons. It should be noted that 
the period between its inception and discontinuation, coincided with the Gukurahundi 
otherwise known as Matabeleland disturbances. This was a period of ethno-political conflict 
in which the Zimbabwe National African Union Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) governed post-
colonial state went on a violent rampage in Matabeleland and Midlands targeting members 
of Joshua Nkomo’s Zimbabwe African People’s Union (PF ZAPU) (Ndlovu-Gatsheni & Willems, 
2010:196-196). The official rationalisation by the state was that it was targeting rogue 
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members ZAPU’s military wing, the Zimbabwe People’s Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA). These 
were derogatorily referred to as dissidents (Mabweazara, 2009:117). In the process 20 000 
people lost their lives in what Robert Mugabe would later describe as a moment of madness 
(Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace, 1997).  When Umthunywa remerged in 2004 the 
Zanu ZAPU political standoff hand been resolved by the 1987 Unity Accord. Despite the lapse 
in time, the political condition in Zimbabwe was still that of political and media repression. 
This time ZANU-PF would be unleashing a reign of terror against the Movement for 
Democratic Change which was challenging its political hegemony. This was achieved by the 
promulgation of repressive media laws intended to neutralise the private press which was 
sympathetic to opposition politics.  
 
It is against this backdrop of political and media polarization that tabloids re-emerged in the 
Zimbabwean media sphere. Within such a context the resurgence of tabloid journalism 
cannot be divorced from the government induced politics of diversion (see Ndlovu 2015; 
Chuma 2005). From a media-centric perspective, tabloidization offered a strategic escape 
from overt political censorship of the media owing to the apolitical nature of the populist and 
human-interest narratives of tabloid media. Considered from the perspective of the media 
consumer, tabloid media offered “opportune respite from the predictable and heavily 
polarized mainstream media” (Mabweazara, 2009:450).  It is worth noting that those working 
within the Cultural Studies paradigm object to the assertion that tabloids do not cover politics. 
The cultural studies rebuttal is that tabloids cover different politics, the politics of the 
everyday (Wasserman 2010), politics that is synonymous with the feminist personal is 
political. The abuse of children is implicated in the everyday politics of broken homes, failed 
relationships and dysfunctional societies that create conditions which make children 
vulnerable to abuse. As mentioned above, it is also possible to discern and infer an economic 
dimension in explaining the rise of tabloid media in the Zimbabwean context. In the wake of 
state sponsored propaganda, mainstream state media circulation figures plummeted as a 
result of public apathy, while tabloid media made significant inroads in terms of market share. 
Such a view finds added credence from statistics quoted by Mabweazara (2009:449) that 
demonstrate that the vernacular tabloid Umthunywa outsold the Sunday News as it achieved 
peak circulation figures of 30 000 copies. It can be inferred that the introduction of English 
tabloids by Zimpapers (B-Metro in Bulawayo and H-metro in Harare) was strategic and 
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motivated by the need to replicate the success of the vernacular tabloids. Added impetus for 
the above, came from the need to mitigate the economic threats emanating from the 
multifaceted Zimbabwean crisis.  From a media economics perspective, English is the 
language of the advertising dollar since it is the de facto language of wider communication- 
the lingua franca in post-colonial Anglophone Africa. (Salawu 2006). Thus, the lingua franca 
status of English meant that the new tabloids would appeal to a bigger market while 
vernacular tabloids only appealed to a linguistic niche market. The foregoing inference is 
corroborated by Hove (2017:164) who asserts that “in terms of readership B-Metro is the 
second most widely read newspaper after the weekly The Sunday Mail. It has a readership of 
504.583 according to the 2015 ZAMPS report”. It should be noted that this means that 
nationally, newspapers consumers prefer tabloids over the weekly quality press.  
 
As alluded to above, child abuse is an undeniable harmful social practice and the media’s role 
in reflexively mirroring its damaging effects to Zimbabwean society is therefore socially 
significant.  Media constitute a privileged site for the social construction, social contestation 
and social criticism of risk, suffering and harmful social practices besetting contemporary 
modernity. (Cottle, 1998:7; Cottle, 2009:1). The merit of researching the mediation of 
suffering derives from the recognition that media can either engender a disposition to care 
and engage with the suffering of others (the abuse of children in this instance) or promote 
compassion fatigue and social indifference to the suffering of significant others (Chouliaraki 
2006, Chouliaraki 2008, Cohen 2001, Moeller 1999). It is therefore necessary to investigate 
whether the representations of the B-Metro contribute positively or negatively to the plight 
of suffering children. It is against this backdrop that the proposed study concerns itself with 
how the abuse of children is represented and mediated by the B-metro and how it is 
subsequently interpreted by its readership. 
Research Questions 
The following research questions inform this study: 
 
1. What social, institutional and personal influences shape the production of the B-
Metro’s child abuse discourses? 
2. How is the abuse of children framed in the Bulawayo tabloid the B-Metro? 
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3. How do the readers of the B-Metro interpret the representation of suffering children 
in the newspaper? 




The present study is exploratory in nature and thus adopts a qualitive case study design which 
allows for self-reflexivity, detailed description of phenomena under study and flexibility in the 
operationalisation of the research (Tracy 2013:2-3). A qualitative methodology was deemed 
appropriated for this study because of its interpretivist orientation. Interpretivism shares 
affinity with the humanistic understanding of mass communication that underpins this study. 
A humanist conception of mass communication postulates that communication is the 
production of meaning (Jensen, 1991:18). More specifically, the content of mass 
communications is taken to be “the expression of a subjectivity and aesthetics, and as the 
representation of a context (ibid, emphasis original)”. This understanding is productive for this 
study given the relevance of investigating the subject positions that inform the representation 
of child abuse by the B-Metro (its aesthetics) and how these speak to the social context of the 
reception of the child abuse narratives. Thus, this study investigates the mediated meanings 
of child abuse being circulated by the B-Metro in Bulawayo.  
  
Theoretically, the study employs the concept of mediation and the associated notion of the 
circuit of culture that conceptualises the mass communication process as a continuum 
comprising of the connected moments of production, circulation and consumption of media 
texts (du Gay et al 1997 :3, see also Johnson 1987, Hall 1992). It is against this backdrop that 
the study adopts a methods matrix comprising of a study of the context of production, textual 
analysis and reception analysis. Triangulation of methods is meant to give a comprehensive 
account of the discursive practices involved in producing the mediated representations of 
abused children, the textual properties of those representations and how readers of the B-
Metro position themselves towards those representations. The research corpus consists of B-
Metro articles published between January 2016 and August 2018. A separation strategy was 
used to study the mediation of child abuse from inception to reception (Ytreberg, 2000:53-
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62). This means that moments of production, text and reception were studied diachronically 
and not synchronically. The separation strategy was operationalised by conducting semi-
structured interviews with B-Metro staff in order to get data about the context of production, 
critical discourse analysis of the child abuse stories and a reception analysis of the texts that 
employed focus groups. 
 
Theoretical underpinning of the study 
In this study the production of the B-Metro tabloid representations of abused children, the 
representing texts and their reception by the B-Metro readership is conceptualised as a 
process of mediation (Fornas 2000). Mediation denotes “the movement of meanings across 
the thresholds of representation and experience” … “from one text to another, from one 
discourse to another, from one event to another (Silverstone 1999:13,18)”. Thus, the essence 
of mediation is how “the experience of a person present at an event is transmuted into 
discourse about that experience for others who were not present” (Frosh 2006:267). 
Mediation is relevant to this study for making sense of how the lived experience of suffering 
children is discursively transformed into a media discourse within the institutional context of 
the B-Metro tabloid newspaper and how that mediated discourse enables the mediated 
witnessing of child abuse. At the heart of mediation is the creation of “proper distance” 
(Silverstone, 2004:3) between suffering others who appear in the media and those who 
encounter suffering others via the media. The foregoing entails that the study of mediation 
arises out of the need to empirically examine whether media is successful in the creating 
proper distance needed for the enactment of an ethics of care for suffering others. 
Contextualised to this study, the foregoing begs the question whether the B-Metro is 
successful in creating proper distance that motivates care about abused and vulnerable 
children.  Of concern to this study is the moral work performed by the mediation of child 
abuse. Morality here denotes “what people actually do when confronted with mediations of 
suffering and not what they ought to do in response to the mediations (Kyriakidou, 2011:13). 






Significance of the study 
 
The phronetic underpinning of the study makes it relevant as it concerns the real-world 
problem of child abuse and its meditation by the B-Metro tabloid. The phronetic approach is 
informed by the recognition “that qualitative data can be systematically gathered, organized, 
interpreted, analysed, and communicated to address real world concerns” (Tracy 2013:4). 
Against this backdrop, it is useful to investigate whether the mediation of child abuse 
promotes social concern or social indifference about the suffering of children (Chouliaraki, 
2006). This orientation is consistent with the recent moral-ethical turn in media studies that 
has foregrounded the mediation of suffering in the contemporary era (Ong 2015). Research 
within this paradigm is premised on the recognition that “suffering appeals to the basic 
human emotions of care and empathy, and its mediation resonates with the ethics of public 
life, issues of morality and the nature of society in which we live” (Joye, 2013:108). This thesis 
speaks to the paucity of research that applies the moral-ethical turn to the everyday workings 
of media in the global South, as most empirical studies on the subject have focused on how 
global western media report the distant suffering of non-western others. For example, 
Chouliaraki (2006) focused on the mediation of September 9/11 and other catastrophes by 
European television broadcasters and Joye (2010) conducted a textual study of the coverage 
of the 2003 SARS outbreak by two Belgian television stations. Furthermore, Wright 2011 did 
a reception study of the mediation of the Democratic Republic of Congo civil war by the BBC’s 
Radio 4, while Tait (2011) researched the representation of the Darfur crisis by New York 
Times columnist Nicholas Kristof between 2004 and 2009. More recently, Kyriakidou (2015) 
investigated how Greek audiences received the mediation of the 2004 Asian tsunami, 
Hurricane Katrina and the 2005 Kashmir earthquake.  
 
These examples indicate that the contribution of non-western, local media in mediating 
‘proximal (localised) suffering’ to local audiences remains for the most part unexplored (Ong 
2015). Thus, this thesis furthers the moral ethical turn research agenda by investigating the 
mediation of child abuse by a local tabloid the B-Metro to local audiences in Bulawayo. 
Moreover, Joye’s (2013) survey of the field of distant suffering highlighted an inherent bias in 
most of the scholarship where the focus is on the mediation of exceptional disasters by the 
mainstream news media with no single study focusing on suffering as an everyday ubiquitous 
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experience. The present study differs from the above by focusing on the everyday suffering 
of abused children in Zimbabwe as discussed above.  
 
Moreover, to date no Zimbabwean study has explored the mediation of child abuse by 
Zimbabwean media, let alone tabloid media. Existing studies of child abuse have adopted a 
social policy perspective (Mantula & Saloojee’, 2016), developmental perspective (Munro, 
2015), victim friendly practitioner perspective (Musiwa 2019), musicological perspective 
(Chitando &Vambe,2013), psychosocial perspective (Chireshe et.al 2009).  Furthermore, the 
bulk of the studies are oriented towards establishing the prevalence of child abuse (Sayi & 
Sibanda, 2018; UNICEF 2016; Chitereka 2010; Childline Zimbabwe 2010; Zimbabwe Youth 
Council 2014). Evidently, there exists a gap within the literature that points to the need to 
account for how media in post-colonial Zimbabwe engage with the issue of child abuse and 
the consequences of such engagement for the success of efforts to remedy the problem. 
Furthermore, the study finds added justification from the lamented dearth of scholarship on 
tabloid media in Africa in general and Zimbabwe in particular. Wasserman and Mbatha 
(2012:278) point to this deficit thus: 
 
…tabloidization is a process that marks the current global media moment and as such cannot 
be ignored by media scholars… the value of tabloid media and the scholarship thereof has 
been slow in coming to African journalism studies…But the scholarly neglect of popular media 
forms in Africa runs the risk of creating a narrow understanding of the relationship between 
media and African societies, the role of media in everyday life. 
 
The present study is a modest attempt at compensating for the above research deficit by 
investigating the mediation of child abuse by the B-Metro tabloid and the role of these 
mediations in the everyday lives of Bulawayo urbanites. The study is also methodologically 
unique as it investigates the mediation of child abuse across the moments of production, text 
and reception. This is in response to calls within the literature for studies that would yield a 
more holistic account of mediation and remedy the tendency to compartmentalise media 
research into production studies, text-based studies and reception studies (Schroder2007; 
Ong 2014, Joye 2013, Kyriakidou 2015). More recently, Chouliaraki (2015:708), has reiterated 
calls for “due attention to be paid to the dialectics of mediation”, which is “the co-constitutive 
relationship among the different ‘moments’ of meaning-production in the circuit of 
mediation”. The foregoing derives from the recognition that the moments are “different… but 
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not discrete, fully separate elements. There is a sense in which each internalises the others 
without being reducible to them” (Fairclough, 2001:231).  Such an approach enables 
engagement with “the distinct ethical questions that arise from the specific moments of 
mediation” (Ong, 2014: 179).  
 
Definition of key terms 
 
Child 
 This study adopts the Zimbabwean constitution’s definition of what is a child. Section 81(1) 
of the constitution stipulates that a child is a boy or girl under the age of eighteen years. This 
age designation is consistent with the UNCRC and ACRWC cited above.  A notable variance 
exists between the Children’s Protection and Adoption Act’s age designation of sixteen and 
that of the Zimbabwean constitution. However, the Children’s Act age designation is 
superseded by the constitution since “any law, practice custom or conduct inconsistent with 
it is invalid to the extent of the inconsistency” (Constitution of Zimbabwe, Section 2). 
 
 Child abuse as mundane suffering  
This study is situated within the mediation of suffering paradigm (Chouliaraki 2006; Ong 2014; 
Joye 2013; Silverstone 2007).  Child abuse in this study is taken to be a form of suffering, an 
existential threat and risk that is inimical to the welfare of children in contemporary 
modernity. Suffering denotes the “assemblage of human problems that have their origins and 
consequences in the devastating injuries that social force can inflict on human experience” 
(Kleinman et al cited in Joye, 2013:107). Child abuse is one of the socially induced problems 
confronting modern day Zimbabwe. Within this work, suffering is the “lived experience” of 
abused children who are “inhabiting social structures of oppression” (Frost-Hogget, 
2008:441). Child abuse in this study is taken to be a “proximal form of suffering” that is locally 
mediated by the B-Metro tabloid (Ong 2015:608). Suffering is the signature motif of the ethics 
of mediation paradigm because “no other spectacle can raise the ethical question of what to 





Tabloids in this study are understood qualitatively, that is in terms of their content as opposed 
to a quantitative definition that focuses on their relatively smaller size vis -a- vis broadsheets.   
The term tabloid in this study denotes those media whose content is sensationalist, 
melodramatic, personalised and has a human-interest orientation (Wasserman & Mbatha, 
2012:276). Tabloids are distinguished by their “range, form and style” (Uribe and Gunter 2004 
cited in Steenveld & Strelitz 2011:534).  
The term range refers to a decreasing proportion of page space allocated to information 
compared to entertainment; to foreign, compared to local news; and to ‘hard’ (politics, 
economics and society) compared to ‘soft’ news (sport, crime, celebrities, entertainment). 
Form refers to the privileging of visual representations (colourful photographs, headlines, 
graphics) as opposed to traditional written text. Finally, style refers to the increased 
personalized angle of coverage – both in the highlighting of stories of ordinary people and in 






Ethics or morality in this study refers to the “situated enactment of values, rather than 
abstract principles of conduct” (Chouliaraki, 2006:19). Specifically, the concept of ethics does 
not refer to the “prescription of desirable first principles to guide media and audience 
practices” but refers to the “moral values in society as instantiated within and called into 
being by specific acts of public communication” (Ong, 2015:609). Such an understanding 
differs from conventional understandings of the moral and/the ethical as “normative ideal” 
or “procedural codes of ethics” (Ong 2015:16-17). Thus, the moral-ethical turn denotes the 
recent shift to a focus on “what people actually do when confronted with mediations of 
suffering and not what they ought to do in response to the mediations (Kyriakidou, 2011:13)”.  
Chapter 2 of this thesis contains an expanded discussion of the ethical and moral as it pertains 
to mediations of suffering. 
 
Mediation 
Mediation is a polysemic term and its polysemy manifests in its non-academic and academic 
usage (Couldry, 2008:279; Livingstone 2009:1). The foregoing imposes the need to delineate 
the understanding of mediation employed in this study. Within this work mediation is 
deployed in its communicative sense. In its basic sense, mediation denotes the passage of a 
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message through a technological medium, as well as “the intervening role that the process of 
communication plays in the making of meaning” (Couldry, 2008:379). Applied to the media, 
it signifies “the act of channelling social knowledge and cultural values through an 
institutional agency to an audience” (O’ Sullivan et al, 1994:176). At the heart of mediation is 
“the movement of meanings across the thresholds of representation and experience…from 
one text to another, from one discourse to another, from one event to another (Silverstone 
1999:13,18)”. Mediation concerns how “the experience of a person present at an event is 
transmuted into discourse about that experience for others who were not present (Frosh 
2006:267). Media as institutions and technologies of mass communication are central to the 
process of mediation. The contemporary condition of late modernity, characterised by the 
ubiquity of media  means that  “one no longer has to be present in the same spatial-temporal 
setting in order to see the other individual or to witness the action or event: an action or 
event can be made visible by being recorded and transmitted to others who are not physically 
present at the time and the place of occurrence” (Thompson, 2005:35). Holistically, mediation 
is a: 
 
Fundamentally dialectical notion which requires us to address the processes of 
communication as technologically and institutionally driven. Mediation as a result requires us 
to understand how processes of communication change the social and cultural environments 
that support them as well as the relationships that participants, both individual and 
institutional, have to that environment. At the same time, it requires a consideration of the 
social as in turn a mediator: institutions and technologies as well as the meanings delivered 
by them are mediated in the social processes of reception and consumption (Silverstone, 
2005:189).  
 
Synopsis of chapters 
This chapter introduced this study’s subject, the mediation of suffering. It also outlined its 
research questions and articulated the significance of the study.  The chapter also surveyed 
the socio-political and media context of the object of study, the B-Metro tabloid newspaper. 
Additionally, the chapter defined the key terms that are central to the study.  
Chapter 2 reviews the literature on the mediation of suffering and points to a dearth of 
studies that explore the subject from the perspective of the global South. The review reveals 
that scholarship has hitherto focused on the mediation of distant suffering by global media.  
little is known about how media in the global south mediate proximal suffering to local 
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audiences. Also emerging from the review is a bias towards exceptional disasters (e.g. 
September 9/11, hurricane Katrina, London Bombings etc) within the literature which 
marginalises mundane forms of suffering. The chapter also includes a theoretical exposition 
of the conceptual matrix that underpins the study. The study’s conceptual matrix consists of 
the concepts of mediation, media witnessing, proper distance and the ethic of care. 
 Chapter 3 situates the study within a qualitative methodological approach. The chapter is 
also a motivation and exposition of the critical realist paradigm which forms the ontological 
and epistemological base of the study. The chapter also details the separation strategy that 
was used to study the moments of production, text and consumption. The context of 
production was investigated using semi-structured interviews with B-Metro journalists, while 
the sampled texts were analysed using Critical Discourse Analysis. A reception analysis of the 
B-Metro’s child abuse stories was conducted using focus group discussions with the B-Metro’s 
Bulawayo based readers. 
 
Chapter 4 presents findings about the forces that shape the production of the B-Metro’s child 
abuse narratives. The analysis focuses on the sociological and moral dimensions of the 
coverage of child abuse. The sociological dimension of the analysis focuses on the individual, 
occupational, institutional and cultural factors that impact. The hierarchy of influences model 
(Reese 2007) is the analytical scheme that is used to unpack the forces at play in the B-metro’s 
production of child abuse narratives. The moral dimension of the analysis concerns the extent 
to which the mediations of child abuse are informed by an ethic of care, as well as the desire 
to engender the same towards abused children.  
 
Chapter 5 is a discourse analytic exposition of the B-Metro’s narratives of child abuse. The 
analysis focuses on the tabloid sub genres of commentary and hard news respectively. 
Following the dominant methodological procedures prescribed within the literature, the 
analysis focuses on the thematic, lexical, framing, argumentative and contextual aspects of 





Chapter 6 explores how the B-Metro’s readership decodes the tabloid’s mediations of child 
abuse. It further discusses the kinds of moral agency enacted by the readers in response to 
the child abuse narratives. The analysis is thematically organised and links the focus group 
data to the study’s major theoretical concepts. Following methodological trends within the 
literature, the enactment of readers moral agency is organised according to a typology of 
witnessing. 
 
Chapter 7 is a summary and conclusion of the study’s main findings and discusses its 
theoretical and methodological contributions. Additionally, the chapter critically discusses 
the dialectics of mediation at play in the social circulation of the B-Metro’s representation of 
child abuse. It also explores relations of equivalence and ambivalence across the moments of 

























This chapter reviews the literature on the mediation of suffering and situates the present 
study within the dominant empirical frameworks within the field. It starts by discussing the 
recent moral-ethical turn in media studies (Ong 2009) and its implications for the field in 
general and contextualises the moral-ethical turn to the mediation of human suffering. One 
of the points that emerge from the review is that most empirical work on the mediation of 
suffering has been centred on the work of transnational western media in depicting the 
distant suffering of people in the non-western world (Orgeret 2016, Ong 2015). Suffering is 
also cast as a distant phenomenon that creates a distinction between “zones of safety” in the 
west and “zones of danger” in the rest of the world (Kyriakidou, 2011:13). There are 
discernible calls within the literature for empirical work that will correct the resultant neglect 
of the contribution of non- western media in mediating everyday (mundane), local (proximal 
rather than distant) forms of suffering that are usually neglected within the context of a global 
hierarchy of suffering (Ong 2015; Morse 2016). The chapter is also an exposition of mediation 
as the foundational normative concept used to make sense of media representations of 
suffering. The discussion of mediation is based on the work of Roger Silverstone (1999, 2002, 
2007) and contemporary interpretations of his work. The mediation of suffering is further 
conceptualised as a form of mediated visibility and media witnessing (Thompson 1995; Frosh 
& Pinchevski 2009). 
 
The moral-ethical turn in media studies 
 
Ong (2009, 2015) records that the mediation of suffering has recently gained prominence 
within media scholarship spawning a philosophical and research agenda that has come to be 
distinctively called the ‘moral- ethical turn’ in media studies. Different lexical variants are used 
within the literature to signify the moral-ethical turn. Some notable common variants include 
“ethics of media”,  “moral spectatorship” and “morality of media” (Chouliaraki, 2006:23; 
Couldry et.al 2013:1; Dahlgren 2016:382; Silverstone 2007) The moral-ethical turn in media 
studies comes against the backdrop of an interdisciplinary engagement with “normative 
questions about care and obligation for different others (not just suffering others, but others 
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based on nationality, ethnicity, sexuality, class, religion, disability etc”  (Ong, 2015:4). It is this 
active concern for others that is the essence of morality.  
  
But because I and the Other share a world, because I will be your Other as much as you are 
mine, even if I know you not, then I have a relationship to you. That relationship is a challenge. 
Through it I’m forced to recognise that I am not alone, that I have, in one way or another, to 
take care the Other into account. In so doing what am I and what am I doing? I become a 
moral being and that, in principle at least, I act or can act ethically (Silverstone 1999:134). 
 
 Within the context of media studies such a conception of morality informs questions about 
media representations of different others, the framing of the “us vs them” question as it 
relates to nationality, ethnicity, class, religion etc. (Hall 1997; Gauntlett 2002; Cottle 2002).  
 
The concept of a moral-ethical turn has not gone uncontested owing to the illusion of 
“newness” (Couldry, et al 2013:2) that it creates. The main rebuttal to the assumed novelty 
of the moral ethical paradigm has been that ethics have been a permanent feature of media 
scholarship from its inception. However, the notion of moral-ethical turn is relevant for 
signposting the theoretical and empirical shift towards the domain of ethics that concerns the 
“mediated relationship with the other” (Silverstone 2007: nd). Central to this shift, is a 
different conception of the moral or the ethical as it relates to media. The question of ethics 
has for the most part been confined to journalistic codes of conduct (their observance and 
none observance) whereas that “is only one part of the domain of ethical questions raised by 
the media” (Couldry, et al 2013:2). There is an implicit justification of the moral-ethical turn 
in Couldry’s sentiments given that it extends the discourse to a previously marginalised 
domain of ethics.  Furthermore, the moral-ethical turn makes sense within the context of 
Silverstone’s distinction between ethics and the ethical/moral. According to Silverstone 
(2007:) “ethics relates to practice and procedure; to the ways in which journalists go, don’t 
go and should go about their business” whereas the moral speaks to “first principles; to 








When thinking about the ethics of media within a broader societal context rather than merely 
in terms of narrow professional concerns, such as membership of a media organisation in 
terms of procedural questions such as ethical codes used in the self-regulatory process, we 
define media’s responsibility not in the first instance to its norms and standards, but in terms 
of its relationship with other stakeholders in society.   
   
 Thus, the moral-ethical turn speaks of a focus on the latter than the former. More recently, 
South African communication theorist Pieter, J. Fourie (2017:110), has made the case for the 
need for new normative theory “that takes ethical communication instead of media ethics as 
a point of departure” (italics original). His succinct account about the merits of distinguishing 
between the two is worth reproducing at length here.  
 
In ethical communication the emphasis is on respect, caring and responsibility for the 
speaking, listening, reading, viewing and media (communication) producing subject…The 
focus on respect for the media user (the recipient, who, in network communication is also co-
producer of media content and form), instead of media ethic’s focus on the 
producer/communicator (“sender”) of media content (the journalist, programme maker, 
etc.), is more inclusive and provides more room for the diversity, the omnipresence, the 
invasiveness, the comprehensiveness and the processes of mediatisation in the new digitised 
media landscape. It can be argued that ethical communication is more human/person 
oriented, whereas media ethics is more career and profession oriented; ethical 
communication asks questions about the ethical sustainability of human communication (and 
thus media as human communication), whereas media ethics asks questions about the ethical 
sustainability of a media practice and performance (ibid 110-111). 
 
 Furthermore, this sense of morality differs from common sense understandings of morality 
as dealing with the observance or transgression of social values. The forgoing view finds 
currency within the sociology of deviance paradigm. In media studies, the sociology of 
deviance tradition manifested as research into how media constructs moral panics and how 
it interpellates certain social actors as being deviant (Goode &Ben-Yehuda 2009; Thompson 
1998; Cohen 2003). In contrast the ‘moral-ethical’ turn emphasises a “deontological, duty-
based approach to media ethics that seeks to prescribe a-priori   moral obligations that should 
inform media work to facilitate a moral and harmonious relationship between self and the 
other” (Ong 2015:17). Within the context of mediation, the moral entails “what people 
actually do when confronted with mediations of suffering and not what they ought to do in 
response to the mediations (Kyriakidou, 2011:13)”.  




Moral experience is the lived experience of enacting values in a local world, whether a 
network, a village, a neighbourhood, or an institution…In this sense, moral experience is an 
empirical term based on the ethnographic description of what people actually practice in a 
particular local world (Kuah-Pearce et al, 2014:3).  
 
Thus, mediated morality is an empirical category as opposed to a normative one. Against this 
backdrop, the notion of a moral-ethical turn captures the fact that “the idea of moral 
responsibility for mediated distant others” has become “a specific intellectual motif” and 
speaks to the ascendance of “moral spectatorship onto the research agenda of media studies” 
(Dahlgren, 2016:382).  In sum, the moral -ethical turn can be expressed as the question of 
“how do we respond ethically to the pain of others” (Wasserman 2015: 218), “other(s) who 
only appear to us within the media” (Silverstone, 2002:762 addition mine). For a more 
detailed exposition of the moral dimensions of the mediation of suffering others see the 
mediation as moral enterprise section of this chapter.   
 
The cross-disciplinary salience of the moral-ethical turn can be attributed to the existential 
fact of multiplied risks, dangers and social threats that characterise contemporary modernity 
(Zolubiene, 2015:69). Modern society has been called the “risk society” (Beck, 2006:329), with 
the risks comprising of common “worries”, “problems” and “concerns” (Wilkinson 2009:23). 
One of the common concerns that has figured prominently within the moral-ethical-paradigm 
is suffering. Media studies has since adopted the moral-ethical agenda by theorising and 
empirically investigating the mediation of suffering (Joye 2013). According to Ong (2015:16), 
the advent of the moral-ethical turn in media studies can be attributed to the seminal works  
of Lillie Chouliaraki (2006, 2013), Nick Couldry (2006, 2008a, 2012), John Durham Peters 
(1999, 2005) and Roger Silverstone (1999, 2000, 2007) among others. Research within this 
paradigm is premised on the recognition that “suffering appeals to the basic human emotions 
of care and empathy, and its mediation resonates with the ethics of public life, issues of 
morality and the nature of society in which we live (Joye, 2013:108)”. Suffering lends itself to 
the moral ethical agenda given that “no other spectacle can raise the ethical question of what 
to do so compellingly as suffering” (Chouliaraki, 2008:832)”. Thus, “the textual quality and the 
moral power of representation” constitutes the research focus of this emergent paradigm 
based on the recognition that “media texts are performative: they enact paradigmatic forms 
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of agency toward suffering...media spectacles moralise audiences by habituation, by 
systematically promoting ethical values and cultivating dispositions to action (ibid)”.  
 
This thesis speaks to the paucity of African media ethics research that investigates the 
mediation of suffering by media in the global South, as most empirical studies on the subject 
have focused on how global western media report the distant suffering of non-western 
others. The contribution of non-western, local media in mediating suffering to local audiences 
remains for the most part unexplored (Ong 2015). Consequently, “we know little about 
ordinary people in the developing world acting upon images and stories of suffering-their own 
and that of others (Ong 2015:608)”. 
 
For example, Chouliaraki (2006) focused on the mediation of September 9/11 and other 
catastrophes by European television broadcasters and Joye (2010) conducted a textual study 
of the coverage of the 2003 SARS outbreak by two Belgian television stations. Furthermore, 
Wright 2011 did a reception study of the mediation of the Democratic Republic of Congo civil 
war by the BBC’s Radio 4, while Tait (2011), researched the representation of the Darfur crisis 
by New York Times columnist, Nicholas Kristof between 2004 and 2009. More recently, 
Kyriakidou (2015), investigated how Greek audiences received the mediation of the 2004 
Asian tsunami, Hurricane Katrina and the 2005 Kashmir earthquake. The unintended 
consequence of the Eurocentric nature of existing research is that it creates what Szorenyi 
(2009:94) has termed a “privileged audience” of “white spectatorship”. This Eurocentric 
research bias is the product of a “racialized history” of viewing which “might be summarised 
as: we can take for granted that our life does not include certain kinds of suffering; we are at 
a distance from those who do suffer; the visible suffering of others is available to us as a 
means to reflect on our own lives and subjectivities (ibid)”. This thesis furthers the moral-
ethical turn research agenda by investigating tabloid mediations of child abuse in a developing 
country, Zimbabwe. 
 
The empirical works cited above also exhibit an exclusionary focus on ‘distant’ suffering which 
tends to obscure the empirical fact that suffering is an immediate, ‘proximal’ everyday reality. 
The title of Luc Boltanski’s seminal text Distant suffering: Morality, media and politics (1999) 
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and the following introductory quotation from Chouliaraki’s Spectatorship of suffering are 
demonstrative of the dominant research trend: 
 
This is a book about the relationship between us as spectators in the countries of the West, 
and the distant sufferers on our television screen – sufferers in Somalia, Nigeria, Bangladesh, 
India, Indonesia, but also New York and Washington DC. How do we relate to television images 
of distant sufferers? 
 
 
Sontag (2003) cited in Kyriakidou (2015:216), also limits mediated witnessing to the 
spectatorship of calamities taking place “in another country” produced by “specialised 
tourists known as journalists”. The cumulative effect of such a parochial view of the mediation 
of suffering, provincializes suffering and its mediation without empirically qualifying such a 
view. Within such a conception the sufferer is always distant, distant in the sense of being in 
the global South. The sufferer is the object of a Western gaze made possible by the 
technologies of western media. The above quotes evince the hegemony of a global 
comparative perspective that effectively diminishes the work of localised media in mediating 
suffering to local audiences and sustains a stereotypical designation of suffering as an exotic 
and largely non-Western phenomenon (Joye, 2013; Hoijer 2004; Moeller 1999; Chouliaraki 
2006; Joye 2010). Kyriakidou (2011:13), asserts that the foregoing is the dominant assumption 
that informs the bulk of theoretical and empirical work on the mediation of suffering. Namely, 
“how the Western spectator relates to the far away other, which is ultimately the question 
underlying the mediation of distant suffering. The assumption is that regarding suffering there 
is a clear distinction between zones of safety and danger, with the Western world occupying 
the former”. To paraphrase Scott (2014:4-5), the fact that that up to now its only scholars in 
the West, researching the mediation of suffering by western media, creates the impression 
that   the mediation of suffering is a western phenomenon when in fact suffering is a universal 
human experience. The present thesis responds to the need for non-western scholars to 
empirically investigate how non-western media mediate suffering to their local audiences. 
Such a stance finds support in Wasserman’s (2010:2) suggestion that there is “need for 
scholarship to take a global view…instead of unproblematically extrapolating the 
circumstances and experiences of media contexts in the developed world”. More recently, 
there have also been calls to broaden the research agenda to include proximal suffering and 




The mediation of suffering is not only a distant but also a proximal phenomenon and even 
everyday condition…While the current debate in media ethics remains concerned about the 
capacities of media to bridge or exacerbate the social divides between the ‘zone of safety’ in 
the West and the ‘zone of danger’ in the global South (Chouliaraki, 2006:83), we know little 
about ordinary people in the developing world acting upon images and stories of suffering – 
their own and those of others (Ong, 2015:607-608).  
 
This view finds support in Robertson (2010 cited in Orgeret, 2016:3-4) who notes that the 
mediation of suffering has for the most part been investigated within a “single, cross-cultural 
mediapolis” and thus ignores the role of non-western media in mediating “suffering at home”. 
Thus, the present study via the concept of proximal suffering, transposes the conceptual and 
methodological logics of the moral -ethical turn from the global to the local by investigating 
the contemporary representation of suffering children by the B-Metro tabloid in Bulawayo, 
Zimbabwe. Central to this study are the moral dynamics at play in the production, 
representation and reception of the mediated texts of suffering children.  Also, pertinent to 
this work, is an understanding of suffering as an everyday, ubiquitous and mundane 
experience rather than a dramatic once-off event in the distant global South as indicated by 
Ong above. The limitation of suffering to cataclysmic events, chosen using the 
newsworthiness criteria of Western transnational media, constitutes a form of ideological 
closure that privileges certain kinds of suffering, while inevitably trivialising other kinds of 
suffering that are equally real and devastating in terms of their consequences. It is imperative 
to note that the suffering of children is a case in point, given “the mundane and undramatic 
nature of most child abuse cases” (Wilczynski & Sinclair 1999:268). The foregoing speaks to 
the politics of mediation that largely derives from a global hierarchy of suffering as illustrated 
by Morse (2016:2): 
 As the news of the Paris Attacks unfolded, another news story of a massacre was beginning 
to emerge. In a series of attacks that were later called the Baga Massacre, Boko Haram 
militants initiated attacks on the town of Baga in northern Nigeria, killing hundreds of people 
(Mark, 2015). Unlike the Paris Attacks, this massive, violent death event received limited 
media attention worldwide (Diamond, 2015; British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) News, 
2015a). News media around the world did not suspend their daily routines in order to report 
on the massacre and did not allocate exceptional resources to covering the aftermath of the 
attack. The names and faces of the dead did not appear on screen and their stories were not 
told.  
 
It follows then that the work done by local media in the global South in mediating suffering 
becomes more pertinent as it democratises media discourse and remedies the sins of 
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omission committed by global western media. Relatedly, research of this nature holds the 
benefit of correcting the view that the mediation of suffering is the preserve “of specialised 
tourists known as journalists” as claimed by Sontag above. The notion of journalists as tourists 
speaks to the assumption that local journalists and media play a minimal role in the coverage 
of suffering in their locales. The reality is that the mediation of suffering is not the preserve 
of foreign journalists working for western transnational media, it is also part of the daily work 
of local journalists in the global South. Hence, the expressed concern of how “research on 
suffering and humanitarian discourses from and in the so-called global South would provide 
the on-going debate with significant empirical input and theoretical challenges” and correct 
the “absence of Non-western scholars studying questions of media and suffering” (Joye, 
2013:117). It is in response to such calls within the literature that the present study seeks to 
advance the understanding of the mediation of suffering by empirically exploring tabloid 
mediations of suffering children in a city the global South, in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe. 
 
Another notable research deficit concerns the medium that has been the empirical focus of 
the moral-ethical turn. A survey of the research canon on suffering betrays a fixation with 
multimodal television texts (see Boltanski 2004; Chouliaraki 2006; Chouliaraki 2013; Ellis 
2000) which is informed by a traditional conception of visibility as the biological sensory 
phenomenon of seeing (see Howie 2015; Walklate & Petrie 2013). Visibility in its mediated 
sense does not only consist of seeing but extends to the highlighting of a reality and its 
existence in the public imagination. Suffering as “universal human experience” is inherently 
social and when it is projected onto the public imagination, a “social consciousness” about 
the vulnerability of suffering others is effectively engendered (Joye, 2013: 110,113). The 
visibility of suffering in contemporary society is a media centric phenomenon that consists of 
“witnesses in the media, witnessing by the media, and witnessing through the media” (Frosh& 
Pinchevski 2009:1 emphasis original).  Consequently, radio and print media, though not 
multimodal (combining video, audio, and text) enable the mediated visibility of suffering in 
modern society, where “witnessing is an imaginative and discursive act of experiential 
construction” (Frosh 2006:273). Even though witnessing is not exclusive to the medium of 
television, research into non-televisual media is rather unimpressive, a development which 
might be attributed to a ‘seeing is believing’ kind of logic in which the medium (television) is 
conflated with the mediation of distant suffering. It is instructive to note that the bulk of the 
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literature on suffering and the media, ironically conflates television with the mass media or 
mass communications. From Boltanski’s Distant suffering: Morality, media and politics (1999) 
to Roger Silverstone’s Media and morality: On the rise of the Mediapolis (2007), the term 
media is used to signify television, thus effectively discounting other forms of media. This 
betrays the hegemonic assumption that makes witnessing and mediations of suffering 
exclusive to television (Frosh, 2006, Frosh & Pinchevski 2009; Peters 2001 etc.). Wright’s 
(2011) invitational article Listening to suffering: What might ‘proper distance’ have to do with 
radio news?” is demonstrative of the need to explore the mediation of suffering in non-
televisual media. It is one of the few works that transcend the fixation with television. 
Consequently, there is need to extend the research focus to investigate the mediation of 
suffering in other media genres and media formats. It is against this backdrop that the present 
study investigates the representation of suffering children by a tabloid newspaper (Joye, 
2013:118). In the spirit of Wright cited above, the present study asks ‘what might proper 
distance have to do with tabloid news’.  
 
Moreover, Scott (2014:4), has problematised the parochial reduction of the mediation of 
suffering to television news and indicated the need for empirical contributions that would 
extend the discussion beyond the television news genre. Similarly, the present study extends 
the argument by empirically investigating the mediation of suffering within the tabloid news 
genre, thus departing from the conventional focus on the mainstream news genre. Such an 
undertaking comes against the backdrop of a neglect of the mediational value of tabloid 
media representations of suffering within the existing research canon. The cumulative effect 
of such an oversight is that it engenders ignorance about the work done by tabloid media in 
highlighting the private injustices suffered by ordinary people in contemporary societies. The 
marginal attention paid to tabloid media can be attributed to the academic and professional 
stigma about tabloids. It has been argued within the literature that there are “few words 
(both adjectives and nouns) in the field of News and Journalism Studies that are likely to 
attract more viscerally negative responses than ‘tabloid’ ”(Rowe 2010:350, emphasis 
original). Moreover, the term tabloid “functions as a shorthand for the offence of…dumbing 
down” and “degeneration of the public sphere” (McNair 2000:4-7). Tabloid journalism is often 
touted as the binary opposite, the “journalistic other…a symbol of all that is wrong with 
modern journalism” (Ornebring & Jonsson, 2004:284). The foregoing derives from the 
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conventional thinking about tabloids according to which “the question whether there can be 
any quality tabloid journalism becomes impossible to ask, since tabloid journalism by 
definition is bad, and consequently good tabloid journalism cannot exist. If it was good, then 
it could not be tabloid journalism!” (Örnebring& Jonsson 2004:284). What is missing from 
these discussions is how the apparently lurid and graphic narratives of tabloid media, mirror 
back to society the wrongs perpetrated by its members and constitute an implicit “moral call 
to action” about those depicted realities (Chouliaraki 2006; Kyriakidou 2015; Joye 2013). This 
negative perception of tabloids extends to tabloid scholarship and research. Post modernists 
and cultural studies scholars have generally been sympathetic to the tabloid enterprise but in 
the final analysis “the burden of the argument has tended to lament tabloidizing trends” 
(Rowe 2010:351). A direct consequence of the above has been a corresponding empirical bias 
towards quality newspapers where research into tabloid newspapers only serves to highlight 
the need for “paradigm repair” (Wasserman 2010:59). Thus, tabloids are generally not 
considered serious objects of research in journalism and media scholarship. This is lamentable 
because “the scholarly neglect of popular media forms in Africa runs the risk of creating a 
narrow understanding of the relationship between media and African societies, the role of 
media in everyday life” (Wasserman &Mbatha (2012:278). 
 
More specifically, tabloid mediations of suffering have received relatively little scholarly 
within the field of media studies. The mediation of suffering is a function that departs from 
the oft lamented populist and irrational narratives of tabloid media that are characterised as 
‘dumbing down’ or compromising the public interest (Connell, 1998:12; Conboy 2006; 
Johansson 2007; Langer 1998; Ornebring & Jonsson, 2004:283; Wasserman & Mbatha, 
2012:278; Wasserman 2010; Steenveld & Strelitz 2010). The neglect of popular media forms, 
read together with calls to extend the research on media and suffering to other media genres 
and forms, motivated the choice of the B-Metro tabloid as the object of study. Hanusch 
(2010:500) is one of the few scholars who has investigated how tabloids mediate suffering 
and categorically asserts that “tabloidization …is important when discussing graphic images 
of suffering in the press”. Though commendable, the study fails to go beyond the 
stereotypical focus on the sensationalist nature of the representations nor does it consider 
how the newspaper audience responds to the images of suffering others and thus misses the 
logic of the moral-ethical paradigm. Similarly, Bird (2002:144) focused on “the distinct role of 
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tabloids in the coverage of September 11” via a case study of the American tabloid the 
National Enquirer. Though Hanusch and Bird’s study are eight years apart, they both focus on 
the extent of sensationalism in covering both forms of human suffering and do so with the 
intent of empirically validating the tabloid-quality press binary. Turning to the focus of this 
study, the mediation of suffering children is a theme that has received little attention in media 
scholarship (Wilczynski& Sinclair 1999; Weathered 2015). Furthermore, few studies have 
systematically explored how the “embodied vulnerability” (Durham, 2016:116) of children to 
abuse is represented by media in the Global south, let alone by tabloid media. In the 
exceptional instances where media research has focused on tabloid representations of abuse 
(see Wilczynski & Sinclair, 1999), the focus has been on content and not the reception of that 
content (Weathered 2015). Furthermore, within the context of the ethical-moral paradigm 
there is need for research that probes the extent to which these representations cultivate an 
“ethic of care for children” who are “physically, mentally…developmentally unequipped to 
protect themselves from adult depredation and exploitation” (Durham 2016:116).  
 
Existing research on children and media has for the most part focused on the effect of media 
on children being motivated by psychosocial theories which posit a determinate relationship 
between stimulus and response. In media studies, the foregoing perspective found expression 
in the powerful media effects tradition as expressed in the magic bullet theories and Laswell’s 
famous dictum, “Who says what to whom with what effect” (see Fiske 1982, Ross & 
Nightingale 2003). Within this the paradigm, the media and child audiences were reduced to 
a perpetrator- victim dichotomy. At best, such an understanding and the ensuing analyses 
that it provoked, constituted a moral panic sociology of the media (Buckingham & Jensen 
2012). Sonia Livingstone, a foremost figure in the study of children and risk has taken up this 
theme in Do the media harm children (2007) and has highlighted the need to extend the 
research agenda beyond the moral panics about effects of media on children. Her insightful 
article highlights how: 
 
childhood research continues to marginalize or ignore the media, book after book on 
children’s lives being published with little or no mention of television, media or internet even 
in the index. At the same time, media research relegates the study of children to a small corner 




 The foregoing evaluation is attested to by a preliminary survey of the Journal of Children and 
Media conducted as part of a background investigation for this study that revealed that the 
theme under question is one of the subjects that is relegated to a small corner of the 
curriculum as alluded to above. It is imperative to note at this point in the argument that 
Livingstone’s research has largely revolved around issues of children and their vulnerability 
online. Thus, the research has focused on the risks faced by children in their use and 
consumption of online media. It should be noted that research into the vulnerability of 
children online works according to the same logic that informed the moral panics about the 
effects of offline media on children. In contrast to the above, the proposed research intends 
to investigate how the media represents the suffering faced by children that emanates from 
other social agents other than the media. Consequently, the proposed research seeks to 
investigate how the media highlight the social injustices suffered by children and thus departs 
from the conventional and hegemonic media panics. It is in keeping with the emergent moral 
ethical turn that the proposed study seeks to investigate the moral claims that attend the 
mediated visibility of suffering children and modestly contribute to research inspired by the 
‘moral-ethical turn’. The study is also motivated by the conviction that the perceived neglect 
of this aspect of media studies is the ‘missed articulation’ of traditional media studies. 
 
Further motivation for this study derives from calls within the literature to broaden the 
empirical underpinnings of research on the mediation of suffering (Hoijer 2004; Scott 2014; 
Ong 2015, Kyriakidou 2015). The empirical deficit is attributable to undue emphasis on text- 
centred studies of suffering and an acute lack of reception-focused studies that would 
contextualise the mediation of suffering to attendant social forces that impact its 
consumption (Scott 2014, Ong 2014). The foregoing imposes the need for more elaborate 
research designs that give a holistic account of mediation across all the moments of text. 
production and reception (Ong 2014). More recently, Chouliaraki (2015:708), has reiterated 
calls for “due attention to be paid to the dialectics of mediation, the co-constitutive 
relationship among the different ‘moments’ of meaning-production in the circuit of 
mediation” and “thus substantially enhance the growing theoretical and empirical work in 
this important new area of Communication Studies”. Unfortunately, to date no study has 
combined textual analysis with reception analysis and no study has accounted for the 
production processes behind the mediation of suffering. The present study furthers the 
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moral-ethical turn by combining a study of the context of production with a textual analysis 
and reception analysis of the B-Metro mediations of child abuse. The research design thus 
accounts for “the distinct ethical questions that arise from the specific moments of 
mediation” (Ong, 2014: 179). 
 
Conceptual framework  
 
This section is an exposition of the concept of mediation as it has been operationalised in 
media studies. The concept of mediation has a long and varied history within communication 
and media studies. This heritage has endowed it with a polysemic quality which some scholars 
within the literature have termed “semantic confusion” (Livingstone 2009:4; also see Couldry, 
2008;79). In light of the above, the succeeding sections discuss the operational understanding 
of mediation that underpins this study. Roger Silverstone’s holistic account of mediation is 
preferred for its dialectical conception of the encoding and decoding of meaning in late 
modern societies. Furthermore, the section identifies the creation of proper distance towards 
suffering others as the goal of mediation. Finally, the section discusses the utopian and 
dystopian narratives about the moral consequences of mediation. 
 
Mediation as symbolic representation 
Mediation in the communicative sense signifies “the movement of meanings across the 
thresholds of representation and experience” … “from one text to another, from one 
discourse to another, from one event to another (Silverstone 1999:13,18)”. Mediation is the 
burden of all communicative activity and is fundamentally an exercise in symbolic 
representation. Language is the paradigm case of mediation (Livingstone 2009) and illustrates 
how something that is already present in society or in a person’s mind is presented again 
(represented) as an idea, a symbol, a set of meanings, as a discourse (Hall 1997). Thus, the 
recipient of communication encounters the communicator’s ideas, feelings and experiences 
as a secondary and mediated account (Watson & Hill 2012). Such knowledge is mediated in 
the sense that knowledge about the event is made possible by the intervention of signs as 
representing objects that bridge the gap between a reality and knowledge of that reality. 
Mediation conceived this way bears resemblance to conventional understandings of 
mediation as reconciling and intervening between two estranged parties. Within a 
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communicative logic mediation refers “to the intervening role that the process of 
communication plays in the making of meaning” (Couldry, 2008:379). Mediation concerns 
how “the experience of a person present at an event is transmuted into discourse about that 
experience for others who were not present” (Frosh 2006:267). Thus, in the first instance, 
mediation is the translation of any reality into a meaningful representation of that reality. 
“Representation is found at the heart of mediation: indeed, without representation neither 
production nor consumption would have any meaning” (Siapera, 2010:111).  
 
Mediation as technological dissemination 
Mediation in the technological sense entails the transmission of symbolic forms via a technical 
medium (Lievrouw 2009). “The technical medium… is the material elements with which, and 
by means of which, information and symbolic content is transmitted and fixed from producer 
to receiver” (Thompson 1995:18). Mediation in this instance is about  
 
the act of ‘passing through the medium’. This definition draws attention to the fact that 
everything we watch on screen is subject to the interventions of technology and the semiotic 
modes that the technology of the medium puts to use (Chouliaraki, 2006:20 emphases 
original).  
 
In the context of mass media, the mediums are technologies that enable the symbolic 
representations to be preserved and reproduced, thus making them available over an 
extended period (ibid). Thus,  
One no longer has to be present in the same spatial-temporal setting in order to see the other 
individual or to witness the action or event: an action or event can be made visible by being 
recorded and transmitted to others who are not physically present at the time and the place 
of occurrence (Thompson, 2005:35).  
 
Mediation as institutional practice 
Mediation is also an institutionalised practice, in the “specialized capitalist sense” in which 
mass media enterprises exist to commodify and technologically circulate symbolic 
representations in modern society (Wiliams,1973:205; see also Thompson 1995:26). Such a 
view is the foundational premise of the political economic paradigm of media studies, where 
the capitalist base of media institutions impacts the cultural superstructure of media output 
(Mosco 2009, McChesney 2012, Golding& Murdock 2000). It is against this backdrop that 
media in the contemporary era function as “social agencies…deliberately interposed between 
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reality and consciousness” (Williams, 1985:206). It is precisely this fact of media as intervening 
between reality and consciousness that is captured by mediation. This understanding of 
mediation resonates with O’ Sullivan et.al’s (1994:176) definition of mediation as “the act of 
channelling social knowledge and cultural values through an institutional agency to an 
audience”. Media are institutions in the sociological sense of being “characterised by the 
presence of professions, formal procedures and permanence” (Moe & Syvertsen 2007:149, 
italics original). Thus, mediation in the current epoch is a professional enterprise that is 
subject to the formal procedures of journalistic routines and is a permanent feature of late 
modernity (Silverstone, 1999, Chouliaraki 2006).  Furthermore, Moe & Syvertsen (2007), point 
to the twofold understanding of media as organisations that is relevant to understanding 
mediation as an institutionalised practice: 
 
As spheres – encompassing a number of organizations and practices (the family, the arts) – 
and understanding institutions as specific organizations (The BBC, The Microsoft Corporation, 
The UN). This indicates two approaches within research on media institutions. When 
regarding institutions as spheres, we study authorities, practices and discourses common to 
the media industry at large: the cultural and democratic functions of the media, its legal and 
normative framework, journalistic norms and conventions, and so on. In terms of specific 
organizations, we look at media institutions in a more limited way: specific newspapers, media 
enterprises, advertising agencies, and broadcasting corporations. 
 
Thus, mediation is an institutionalised practice in the sense that mediated meanings are 
produced according to established conventions of media practice and circulated within 
cultural, legal and normative frameworks by specific media organisations. 
 
Mediation as a discourse  
Mediated communications are essentially discourses of one kind or another. The notion of 
discourse has a varied history and usage within the social sciences and humanities that can 
be attributed to the different intellectual and ideological commitments of academic 
disciplines (Jorgensen & Phillips, 2002; Chouliaraki, 2010; Philo 2007). Scholars within the 
literature have pointed “to the research value of operating with a plural and versatile 
conception of discourse in the study of mediated communication and to the continuing need 
for interdisciplinary synergies between the social sciences and the humanities in the context 
of an increasingly complex technological modernity” (Chouliaraki, 2010: nd; see also van Djik, 
2001). This section discusses the understanding of discourse that underpins this study while 
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simultaneously contextualising it to mediation. Discourse has been variously defined as 
language in use, as signifying certain genres of communication (e.g. medical discourse, news 
discourse, gender discourse etc.) and as the social production of meaning (Jorgensen &Phillips 
2002; Chouliaraki, 2010; McGee 1999; Lemke 2005; Richardson 2007). The conception of 
discourse as signifying different communication genres is useful given the present study’s 
focus on media(ted) discourse, as contrasted to medical discourse, academic discourse, legal 
discourse etc. Furthermore, the is concerned with a particular sub- genre of media, a tabloid 
newspaper and tabloid newspapers belong to a genre that is distinguished by conventions of 
style, form and range as discussed in chapter one. Such a view finds added justification in the 
emerging consensus within the literature that recognises the mediation of suffering as a 
distinct genre of media discourse and media studies (Joye 2013; Ong 2009, Chouliaraki 2015). 
The understanding of discourse as language in use is akin to discourse as social practice given 
that the use of language is a form of social practice. The idea of discourse as language in use 
speaks to the fact that mediated discourse makes extensive use of linguistic sign systems to 
encode meaning. Thus, discourse is the social practice of using language to create and sustain 
certain regimes of meaning. The idea of discourse as social practice finds currency in 
functionalist, as well as constructionist approaches to communication that celebrate the 
performative character of mediation (Richardson 2007). Wodak and Busch (2004:8) have 
noted that: 
 
Describing discourse as social practice implies a dialectical relationship between a particular 
discursive event and the situation(s), institution(s) and social structure(s), which frame it: the 
discursive event is shaped by them, but it also shapes them. That is, discourse is socially 
constitutive as well as socially conditioned—it constitutes situations, objects of knowledge, 
and the social identities of and relationships between people and groups of people. 
 
 
Such a dialectical conception of discourse coheres with Silverstone’s account of mediation to 
be discussed in the following subsections. The performative function of discourse is consistent 
with the understanding of mediation as a moral enterprise that is concerned with “how our 
mediated social relationships produce ethical norms by which the humanity of others is 
constantly defined and negotiated” (Chouliaraki & Orgad, 2011:342) and how media texts 
“enact paradigmatic forms of agency toward suffering that may or may not be followed up by 
media publics” (Chouliaraki 2008:832). The notion of discourse as a social practice accounts 
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for the fact that “proper distance, like everything else that is meaningful in social life, can 
neither be taken for granted nor is it pre-given. It has to be worked for. It has to be produced” 
(Silverstone 2003:9). The performative sense of discourse is useful for considering the moral 
consequences of the mediated representations of suffering others. It also facilitates the 
conception of mediation as a discursive formation. Discursive refers to “any approach in 
which meaning, representation and culture are considered to be constitutive” and the 
discursive approach concerns itself with “the effects and consequences of representation-its 
‘politics’” (Hall 1997:6). In the context of the present study the politics of representation are 
the ethical and moral ramifications of mediated suffering. 
 
Texts in mediation 
The notion of text adopted in this work departs from conventional understandings of text as 
denoting the physically printed message but instead espouses the semiotic definition of a text 
as an any object that has a meaning potential. This open-ended notion of text finds currency 
in semiotic, post structuralist, as well as in cultural studies literature (see Barker 2000). 
According to a semiotic perspective, a text is “understood as a complex set of discursive 
strategies that is situated in a special cultural context” (Fursich, 2009:240). More specifically, 
a text is a “signifying structure composed of signs and codes” (O’ Sullivan et.al 1994: 317). 
This understanding of texts also posits that the meaning of a text is fluid and is only actualised 
during the moment of consumption (Barker 2000; Schroder et.al 2003). Furthermore, texts 
are now taken to be polysemic, meaning that they are amenable to different interpretations 
based on the situational and social context of readers (Schroder et.al 2003). Hall’s (1980) 
encoding -decoding model is credited with foregrounding the polysemic nature of texts and 
enjoys a paradigmatic status within the reception analysis strand of media research. 
According to the model, there are three hypothetical readings/interpretations of a text, the 
dominant, negotiated and oppositional readings. The dominant reading corresponds to the 
author’s preferred reading of the text and the consumer of the text is wholly dominated by 
the intended meaning encoded in the text. The negotiated reading is a compromise between 
“adaptive and oppositional elements” where the reader accepts part of the preferred reading 
and rejects part of it. The oppositional reading consists of decoding the text in “a globally 
contrary way “and reconstructing it within “an alternative frame of reference (Hall, 
1980:127)”. The encoding-decoding model established the centrality of 
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readers/audiences/consumers of media texts to the social construction and circulation of 
meaning. Such a view of texts as being the expression of the author’s intention (yet not 
reducible to it), as having  a polysemic meaning potential and readers as active producers of 
meaning, is consistent with the understanding of mediation as consisting of the “logic of 
production…representation…logics of reading, use and interpretation by differentially placed 
social groups” (Siperia, 2010:73). Furthermore, it is productive to retain such an 
understanding of texts given that: 
Mediation…neither begins nor ends with a singular text. Its claims for closure, the product of 
the ideologies and narratives of news, for example, are compromised at the point of delivery 
by the certain knowledge that the next communication, the next bulletin, the next story or 
comment or interrogation will move things and meaning on and elsewhere (Silverstone 
1999:15). 
 
Mediation is therefore the product of the continuous intertextual, supra-textual and 
contextual circulation of meaning. 
 
Audiences-the subjects of mediation 
Audiences in media studies are generally understood as a disparate group of individuals who 
have been exposed to a common media text and whose identity derives from the very fact of 
their media consumption (O’Sullivan et.al, 1994; Watson& Hill, 2012; Hartley, 2002). This 
conceptualisation of the audience is what has come to be known as the media event 
perspective. According to the media event perspective: 
Generally speaking, being part of an audience means being part of a media event, where 
people engage with mediated information. People are audiences when they are in an 
audience and in audience. All media events are audience events since they require people to 
hang out in media time-spaces where they physically, mentally and emotionally engage with 
media materials, technologies and power structures (Ross and Nightingale, 2003:6). 
 
 However, a postmodern scepticism has challenged the feasibility of such a conceptualisation 
of the audience and instead affirms that “the audience is a construction motivated by the 
paradigm in which it is imagined” (Hartley, 2002:11). Within this view, the audience means 
different things to media institutions, media researchers and government regulatory bodies. 
For media institutions, the notion of audience enables the commodification of media content, 
while for media researchers the audience is constructed according to pre-existent research 
and political priorities. From the perspective of government regulation, the audience is 
delimited as the community affected by media content. For the purpose of this study, it is 
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relevant to interrogate the constructionist claim about how the audience is imagined in media 
research and whether it in can be reconciled with the media event perspective. As alluded to 
above, the constructionist rebuttal is that for media researchers “what is of interest is not the 
self-understanding of the audience as a collective ‘knowing subject’, if such a thing could exist, 
but answers to questions generated by the intellectual agenda” (Hartley 2002:12). Upon 
closer examination, the claim is not as contradictory as is usually supposed but rather 
confirms the logic of the media event perspective. It is worth noting that the research 
questions identified by the constructionist perspective reconcile it to the media event 
perspective. The research questions in audience or reception research are essentially about 
how media consumers interact with a media text. The media event perspective’s foundational 
premise is that audiences derive their identity from the common exposure to a media text. 
When considered in these terms the audience is not as illusory as the “if such a thing could 
exist” question would suggest but is an empirical fact guaranteed by the production and 
consumption of media products. Therefore, within the present study the readership of the B-
Metro constitutes an audience by virtue of its exposure to and consumption of the B-metro 
tabloid’s coverage of suffering children. 
 
Towards a holistic account of mediation 
It is evident from the above discussion that a holistic view of mediation needs to account for 
the symbolic, technical and institutional and reception dimensions of mediation. Following 
Siapera (2010:73), I find Silverstone’s synthesised account of mediation instructive given that 
it acknowledges “the specific mixtures that emerge when different logics meet: when the 
logic of production meets that of representation, and when both meet the logics of reading, 
use, and interpretation by differentially placed social groups”. For Silverstone (2005:189) 
mediation is a:  
 
Fundamentally dialectical notion which requires us to address the processes of 
communication as technologically and institutionally driven. Mediation as a result requires us 
to understand how processes of communication change the social and cultural environments 
that support them as well as the relationships that participants, both individual and 
institutional, have to that environment. At the same time, it requires a consideration of the 
social as in turn a mediator: institutions and technologies as well as the meanings delivered 




Thus, mediation encompasses the “triadic interaction between texts, subjects and contexts” 
(Fornas, 2000: 58), as well as the semiotic systems of representation, technological systems 
of representation, and the mass media institutions that facilitate the above (Chouliaraki, 
2008).  
Mediation is dialectical because while it is perfectly possible to privilege those mass media as 
defining and perhaps even determining social meanings, such privileging would miss the 
continuous and often creative engagement that listeners and viewers have with the products 
of mass communication (Silverstone 2002:762). 
 
 There is an evident congruence between the circuit of culture and the circuit of mediation 
(see du Gay et al 1997; Ong 2014). Hall (1980: 117) points to the valuable insight afforded by 
adopting a panoramic view of the life cycle of media products and by extension mediation, 
when he argues that: 
 
it is also possible (and useful) to think of this process in terms of a structure produced and 
sustained through the articulation of linked but distinctive moments—production, circulation, 
distribution/consumption, reproduction. This would be to think of the process as a ‘complex 
structure in dominance’, sustained through the articulation of connected practices, each of 
which, however, retains its distinctiveness and has its own specific modality, its own forms 
and conditions of existence. 
 
Johnson (1987:45-46) has succinctly captured how focusing on one moment of the cultural 
circuit yields a partial account of mediation as one moment cannot guarantee the next, by 
posing the following questions: 
 What if existing theories-and the modes of research associated with them-actually express 
different sides of the same complex process? What if they are all true, but only as far as they 
go, true for those parts of the process which they have most clearly in view? What if they are 
all false or incomplete, liable to mislead, in that they are only partial, and therefore cannot 
grasp the process as a whole? What if attempts to "stretch" this competence (without 
modifying the theory) lead to really gross and dangerous (ideological?) conclusions?  
 
It is against this backdrop that this study adopts Silverstone’s concept of mediation as 
comprising of the mutually constitutive and dialectically related moments of the production, 
circulation and reception of media texts within specific socio-historical contexts. The study 
therefore deploys the notion of mediation to make sense of how the mediation of suffering 
children emerges within the institutional context of the B-Metro tabloid and how it is 
technically disseminated as newspaper discourse and how it is subsequently received and 




Mediation as social visibility and media witnessing 
In modern times, the media performs the dual role of confirming the nearby world and 
shaping the world beyond our reach (Sundin 2015). Two basic assumptions underpin this 
view: 
The first assumption is that we could pay more attention to the role of media content 
in bringing people information already known, confirming their view of reality. The 
second assumption is that we could also pay more attention to the role of media 
content in bringing information not known, shaping their understanding of reality (85). 
 
 It is the latter assumption that has found expression in the view of mediation as social 
visibility and a form of witnessing. Mediation makes possible the visibility and witnessing of 
events that would otherwise be unknown potential media consumers.  In the contemporary 
era visibility is “no longer constrained by the spatial and temporal properties of the here and 
now but is shaped, instead, by the distinctive properties of communication media (Thompson 
2005:35)”. This new visibility according to Thompson is a mediated visibility. More recently, 
this mediated visibility has been characterised as media witnessing.  
 
 Media witnessing is the witnessing performed in, by and through the media. It is about the 
systematic and ongoing reporting of the experiences and realities of distant others to mass 
audiences…it refers simultaneously to the appearance of witnesses in media reports, the 
possibility of media themselves bearing witness, and the positioning of media audiences as 
witnesses to depicted events (Frosh &Pinchevski 2009:1, emphasis in original). 
 
For Peters (2001:709) witnessing as a noun: 
 
involves all three points of a basic communication trainable: (1) the agent who bears witness, 
(2) the utterance or text itself, (3) the audience who bears witness. It is thus a strange but 
intelligible sentence to say: the witness (speech-act) of the witness (person) was witnessed 
(by an audience).  
 
Such a conception of witnessing corresponds to the triadic nature of mediation as comprising 
of the moments of text, production and reception (Ong, 2014). Witnessing as verb carries a 
double meaning. In the first instance, it denotes the “sensory experience of seeing things as 
they happen”. In the second instance, witnessing is the “discursive act of stating one’s 
experience for the benefit of an audience that was not present at the event and yet must 
make judgement about it” (ibid). This later view of witnessing is more relevant to mediation 
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and is the understanding that informs this study. This second sense of witnessing is 
inseparable from mediation as it imposes the need to translate an experience into a discourse 
(a narrative about that experience) using meaningful symbolism, technical mediums and the 
institutions of the mass media. The affinity between the concepts of mediation and media 
witnessing is discernible in the succeeding remarks by Kyriakidou’ (2015:217).  
 
Media witnessing collapses three different practices: audiences become witnesses 
themselves, vicariously experiencing events that happen elsewhere; they become witnesses 
of the witnessing victims, the people that give testimony to their suffering on the screen; and 
finally, they are witnesses of the witnessing texts, those of the journalists that bear witness to 
the events taking place. 
 
It is worth noting that the notion of media witnessing has been criticized for being 
compromised by the veracity gap (Peters 2001). The veracity gap concerns the reliability of 
the witness’ memory, the truth value of the witnessing account and whether the witness is 
an eyewitness. Frosh (2006:270), has however interrogated the usefulness of focusing on the 
veracity gap by contending that:  
Making the veracity gap the central concern in the study of witnessing threatens…to create a 
deadlock in which every analysis of media witnessing arrives at the same result; a lacuna 
between the necessity for witnessing and its impossibility, between its performance and 
inevitable deconstruction. Increasingly it produces a sense of analytical déjà vu… the veracity 
gap makes witnessing an ontological affair and an epistemological affair (what is it to be, what 
is it to know), rather than a communicative one (270). 
 
Within the context of mediated witnessing, “texts produced by people who were not at the 
event can pass as texts produced by people who were at the event, because the emphasis is 
not on the “origin” of the discourse but on the experience of the world we imagine through 
the text and the signs it gives of its own status as that world’s witness” (ibid,275). Thus, 
witnessing is a “discursive construction” (Ellis, 2009:78) and a “cultural achievement” 
(Frosh,2006:270). For Thompson (2005), media witnessing is a form of mediated publicness. 
“Media create a new kind of publicness which consists of what we may describe as the space 
of the visible: it is the non-localised, non-dialogical open ended space of the visible in which 
symbolic forms can be expressed and received by a plurality of non-present others” 
(Thompson 1995:245).  This de-territorialised space of the visible is synonymous with 






This space of appearance is essentially a moral space because: 
The media provide, with greater or lesser degrees of consistency, the frameworks (or frame 
worlds) for the appearance of the other that they, de facto, define the moral space within 
which the other appears to us, and at the same time invite (claim, constrain) an equivalent 
moral response from us, the audience, as a potential or actual citizen (Silverstone, 2007:5).  
 
The present study deploys media witnessing to make sense of how the B-metro discursively 
constructs the experience of abused children into a discourse (a witnessing text), and how the 
witnesses to the experience appear in the witnessing texts and how the readership of the B-
Metro witnesses the mediated experience of abused children. 
 
Mediation as a moral enterprise-the creation of proper distance 
Mediation as has been highlighted above entails the overcoming of geographic distance but 
“distance is not just a material, a geographical or even a social category, but it is, by virtue of 
both and as a product of their interrelation, a moral category. The overcoming of distance 
requires more than technology and indeed more than the creation of a public sphere. It 
requires proximity” (Silverstone, 2004:7). How close or how far we perceive others to be, has 
a bearing on our relationship and responsibility to them. “All of what we do, all of who we 
are, as subjects and actors in the social world, depends on our relationships to others: how 
we see them, know them, care for them or ignore them” (Silverstone, 1999:135). Media 
representations in the contemporary era are implicated in the question of morality because 
the “mediated appearance provides a framework for the definition and conduct of our 
relationships to the other, and especially the distant other the other who only appears to us 
in the media” (Silverstone, 2002:762). Furthermore, “it is indeed in relation to the media, 
mediated communication and representation, that we increasingly have to position ourselves 
as moral subjects, for the Other appears to us in no other guise” (Silverstone, 1999:140). The 
moral in this sense is not a set of prescriptive rules and codes about human conduct but “is 
grounded on the enquiry into the status of, care for and responsibility for the Other” 
(Silverstone, 1999:136). It is against this backdrop that mediation is conceptualised as a moral 
enterprise. The study of mediation consists of “examining the ways in which media provide 
access to the material and symbolic Other; in examining how the relationships between us 
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and them and between each other are to be managed and judged; and in understanding these 
relationships as the struggle for a moral life” (Silverstone, 1999:141). The question of whether 
the media bridges or amplifies the social distance (creating proper or improper distance 
according to Silverstone) between human beings is therefore a moral question. Silverstone 
(2004:3) has advanced the view that “the possibility of a moral life is dependent upon our 
capacity to define and sustain a proper distance in the relationships we have between 
ourselves and others, and that our media technologies can be seen to affect that”.  
 
Mediation as it relates to proper distance is “about putting technical immediacy – the high 
fidelity of transmission – at the service of socio-cultural immediacy – the sense of copresence 
with faraway others. The ethical capacity of mediation rests on immediacy as a certain sense 
of togetherness or ‘modality of connectivity’ ” (Chouliaraki 2006:20). 
  
Proper distance…refers to the importance of understanding the more or less precise degree 
of proximity required in our mediated interrelationships if we are to create and sustain a sense 
of the other sufficient not just for reciprocity but for a duty of care, obligation, and 
responsibility (Silverstone 2002:770). 
 
 The social distance enacted by media representations needs to be proper because it has the 
potential of symbolically annihilating the other by constructing the other as being too far to 
warrant care and responsibility or too close thus erasing and subsuming the identity of the 
other. Silverstone cites the example of the Holocaust to illustrate the above. He asserts that 
the Jews were first expelled from the Nazi imagination, pushed beyond otherness before they 
were expelled from life “this was distance and distancing at work” (Silverstone, 1999:136-
137).  
 
Thus, proper distance: 
Recognises that in our relationships to each other, in their flux and fluidity, we are confronted 
by a whole range of technological and discursive mediations which destabilise – in both 
directions – the proper distance that we must create and sustain if we are to act ethically. We 
have to determine – perhaps case by case – what that proper distance is or might be when we 
are confronted with both familiar and novel appearances or representations of the other. 
Silverstone (2004:8-9) 
 
The normative value of proper distance lies precisely in the use of “the notion of proper 
distance as a tool to measure and to repair our failures in our communication with the other 
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and in our reporting of the world, in such a way as our capacity to act is enabled and 
preserved” (Ibid). Thus, the notion of proper distance speaks to the question of what kind of 
difference does mediation create regarding the suffering of others. Frosh (2006:266) has 
summarised the question of the moral consequences of mediation as follows: 
How can we understand the vast number of events which do not happen to us personally, 
which are removed from us in space and time? What is the moral and epistemological status 
of the understanding we might gain of such events through the reports of witnesses-those 
who were “there”-especially if those events involved in great suffering? What are the social 
and cultural consequences of such reports and the kinds of knowledge they impart? 
 
 This question of the moral impact of mediated suffering has received different answers 
within the literature. Conceptions of mediated morality are polarised between the 
“ungrounded optimism and unnecessary pessimism” (Chouliaraki, 2006:18) narratives or 
alternatively the “utopian” and “dystopian” accounts (Scott, 2014:8). The succeeding section 
discusses these competing perspectives and reviews suggested solutions to the standoff.  
 
Reconciling the utopian and dystopian account of mediation  
The utopian perspective posits that the mediation of distant suffering engenders a new 
sensibility to, awareness and responsibility towards suffering others (Chouliaraki 2006). It is 
claimed that mediations of suffering solicit varied moral responses from recipients and make 
possible the enactment of what has been termed “action at a distance” (Thompson 
1995:100). This action at a distance can manifest as “bearing witness” (Tait, 2011) that is 
recognising and being attentive to the suffering of others, or as feelings of empathy, “global 
compassion” (Hoijer 2004) and “denunciation” (Boltanski, 1999). Moreover, action at a 
distance and can translate to concrete actions meant to alleviate the suffering of fellow 
human beings (see Chouliaraki, 2013). In sum, mediation according to the utopian narrative 
renders possible a “mediated ethics of care” (Cottle 2009:101), a sense of responsibility 
towards suffering others. The inherent weakness of the utopian narrative is that it is beset by 
a textual determinism that assumes the unlimited power of media representations and the 
passive gullibility of media consumers. The utopian perspective fails to acknowledge that 
“there is no necessary correspondence between encoding and decoding, the former can 
attempt to ‘pre-fer’ but cannot prescribe or guarantee the latter, which has its own conditions 




By contrast, the dystopian narrative insists on the impossibility of media representations 
capacity to cultivate a disposition of care and responsibility towards suffering others 
(Chouliaraki 2006, Scott 2014). The dystopian view attributes the indifference to 
representations of suffering to over exposure to the same. “Essentially, it is argued, audiences 
have become inured to the moral compulsion of such images and our capacity for compassion 
has become overwhelmed or ‘fatigued’ by their constant circulation in the media” (Cottle 
2009:128). It is for this reason that the dystopian view has been popularised as the 
“compassion fatigue” thesis (Moeller, 1999). The compassion fatigue thesis is distinguished 
by its insistence on the perceived indifference and moral numbness to human vulnerability of 
media audiences. The flaw of the compassion fatigue thesis is that it limits the agency of 
media consumers to one typical response, a claim which is not empirically sustainable. 
 
It is worth noting that the above perspectives have recently been condemned for their naïve 
abstraction and the overly simplistic binary logic that underpins them. Chouliaraki (2006:18-
19) has argued that “the potential of mediation to cultivate a cosmopolitan sensibility is 
neither de facto possible nor a priori impossible – it has its own historical and social conditions 
of possibility” but is a question of empirical investigation. This view resonates with 
Silverstone’s view that mediated morality is essentially “grounded on the enquiry into the 
status of, care for and responsibility for the Other” (Silverstone, 1999:136). Thus, the 
response to mediations of suffering is not a predetermined given as the utopian and 
dystopian narratives would suggest, but it is a discursive construct that emerges at the 
moment of consumption (Chouliaraki, 2006:19). The response is partly constituted by the 
sense of proximity created by the mediation of suffering (whether the media creates 
im/proper distance) and partly by the social conditions that further mediate the mediations 
of suffering (Silverstone, 2005). It follows then that the response is “a complex dialectic, an 
appropriation of media contents that neither blindly reproduces dominant ideologies, nor 






This chapter has discussed the recent moral-ethical turn that informs the mediation of 
suffering while simultaneously providing an overview of the empirical trajectory of existing 
studies. Most notably, the review of the literature points to an inclination towards 
researching suffering from the perspective of Western media and a tendency to limit suffering 
to exceptional disasters that affect distant others in the non-Western world. Consequently, 
the review highlights the need to broaden the research agenda by exploring the work of non-
western media in mediating proximal, everyday forms of suffering to local audiences. It is at 
this point that this study enters the conversation on the mediation of suffering by 
investigation the mediation of child abuse to local audiences by the B-Metro tabloid, in 
Bulawayo, Zimbabwe. 
 
The chapter also discussed the theory of mediation that informs the present study. Mediation 
is understood as a continuous dialectical process of meaning construction comprising of 
media institutions, media texts, media technologies and socially situated media audiences 
(Silverstone 2005). The discussion frames mediation as an inherently moral process that 
includes the creation of proper distance, the proximity necessary for cultivating a sense of 
responsibility for suffering others we encounter in the media. Because we encounter these 
suffering others via the media, mediation enables a form of visibility that has come to be 
known as media witness
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                                Chapter 3: Methodology 
 
Introduction 
A survey of the extant methodological literature reveals that research is a dialectical process 
that “involves the intersection of philosophy, research designs and methods” (Creswell, 
2014:3; Lincoln &Guba, 2013:86; see also Crotty 1998; Bryman 1984). Denzin & Lincoln 
(2013:23), posit that these three generic elements define the research process and “go by a 
variety of labels, including theory, method, and analysis; or ontology, epistemology, and 
methodology”. For purposes of conceptual clarity, this study adopts the semantic matrix 
consisting of ontology, epistemology and methodology. Ontology in its most general sense is 
the philosophy of what is real (Lincoln & Guba, 2013:37). Epistemology on the other hand, 
“fundamentally refers to the nature of knowledge…It means questioning the sources of 
knowledge, the assumptions on which it is based and therefore questioning what we do know 
and can know” (Allison & Pomeroy, 2000:92). Methodology concerns the question of “‘how 
does one go about acquiring knowledge?’ The answer one can give to this question is in turn 
constrained by the answers previously given to the ontological and epistemological 
questions” (Lincoln & Guba2013:37). Thus, this chapter begins by a motivation and exposition 
of the critical realist paradigm which forms the ontological and epistemological base of this 
study. This is followed by a discussion of the qualitative methodology chosen for this study. 
Further, the chapter details the “separation strategy” that was used to study the moments of 
production, text and consumption (Ytreberg’s, 2000:53-62). The context of production was 
investigated using semi-structured interviews with B-Metro journalists, while the textual 
moment was studied using Critical Discourse Analysis. Reception analysis of the B-Metro’s 
consumption was conducted using focus group discussions.  
 
Critical realism: reconciling a realist ontology with a constructionist epistemology  
There is a discernible scholarly injunction “for researchers to make explicit the philosophical 
assumptions that undergird their respective projects” (Creswell, 2014:6). The foregoing holds 
the benefit of rationalising and contextualising the chosen research methodology. Such a view 
resonates with Allison & Pomeroy (2000:92) who emphasise the relevance of understanding 
the ontological and epistemological aspects of research projects.  
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They assert that “these beliefs inevitably shape choices and actions within the world, and 
more specifically within research. It is essential to understand some of this in order to 
effectively critique and apply research findings to improve/or justify practice”. Given the 
above injunctions, this section discusses the critical realist paradigm that undergirds the 
present study. Critical realism was preferred for its “explanatory power” which is “a meta-
theoretical setting of media in society that helps clarify the premises of rival approaches in 
media studies as well as differences and convergences among them” (Toynbee, 2008:265). 
Furthermore, “it enables a synthesis of the positions that can take us beyond the war of the 
media moments to a new kind of critical media studies” (ibid: 278). Critical realism shares 
with this study’s dominant theoretical concept of mediation, the recognition that the 
moments of production, text and reception are mutually constitutive but relatively 
autonomous.  Mediation as previously defined (see theory section of this thesis) is the social 
circulation of meaning and denotes “the specific mixtures that emerge when different logics 
meet: when the logic of production meets that of representation, and when both meet the 
logics of reading, use, and interpretation by differentially placed social groups” (Siapera, 
2010:73). The present study is concerned with the moral consequences of the mediation of 
child abuse across the moments of production, text and reception. Child abuse is a reality 
with an objective existence, whereas its textual mediation and its subsequent decoding are 
subjective constructions. The question of how an objective reality (the suffering of children) 
is subjectively known belongs to the philosophical realms of ontology and epistemology as 
alluded to in the introduction. Questions of ontology and epistemology have long divided 
media scholars leading to a polarised intellectual division of labour within the discipline 
(Wright 2011; Toynbee 2008; Gauthier 2005; Lau 2004). Political economy scholars and those 
interested in the sociology of media in general are in support of realist ontology citing its 
consistency with the view that real social structures determine media production and content 
(Toynbee 2008:272). On the other side of the ontological divide are those working within a 
cultural studies paradigm and its cognate approaches. The latter are sympathetic to a 
constructionist ontology as it is consistent with their emphasis of human agency and the 
constructed nature of mediated realities (ibid). For the most part journalism and media 
scholarship has accepted that realism and constructionism are irreconcilable and that any 
attempt to reconcile the two leads to a “ ‘schizophrenic’ view of reality” (Wright, 2011:156). 
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Realists posit that news is “ontologically dependent” and that is it “is not self-referential” 
(Gauthier, 2005:52). Realists share “a commitment to journalism being ‘about’ something 
external to itself” (Wright 2011:159). “The existence of a reality independent of human 
representations is a condition of the intelligibility of statements reported by the news” 
(Gauthier, 2005:54). The journalistic notion of facts “is premised on there being an external, 
material reality and on that reality being know-able and communicable to an audience” 
(ibid:158). Social constructionists on the other hand, see “news as neither reflecting nor 
distorting any objective reality but as a purely constructed discursive reality reflecting only 
practical routines” (Lau, 2004: 696). There is an evident “ontological impasse” (Wright 
2011:157) between the two philosophical approaches. At the heart of the impasse is the 
question of how “can one form a realist opinion of journalism? If the news itself as well as the 
raw materials from which it emerges are both constructed, how can one conceive that 
journalism is fundamentally related to a brute reality” (Gauthier, 2005:53). The impasse can 
be resolved by correcting the “epistemic fallacy” that consists of “collapsing ontology into 
epistemology by only defining ‘reality’ in terms of ‘knowledge’ ” (Wright, 2011:160). Lau 
(2004:701) warns that the “correct insight of how news is partly constructed must not be 
conflated with the entirely different question of where the contents of what the practices 
have contributed to make news come from (italics original)”. To assume that news record 
nothing out there is “epistemologically self-invalidating” (ibid). However, correcting the 
epistemic fallacy does not entail dismissing the subjective and contingent nature of 
knowledge. “Accepting a world, and things in the world exist independently of our 
consciousness of them does not imply that meanings exist independently of 
consciousness...The existence of a world without a mind is conceivable. Meaning without a 
mind is not” (Crotty, 1998:10-11). Critical realism links a realist ontology with a constructionist 
epistemology by “acknowledging the independent existence of objective reality, but asserting 
the constructedness of human knowledge about the nature of that reality” (Wright, 
2011:159). It follows that “epistemological relativism is a necessary consequence of a realist 
ontology. Yet that relativism does not mean all ways of knowing should be equally good. For 
whenever we encounter knowledge or reference to the world, we have to make a decision 
about its adequacy” (Toynbee, 2008:276). 
47 
 
 According to a critical realist purview reality consists of multi-layered, relatively autonomous 
domains (Wright, 2011:162; Toynbee 2008:270). The first layer is the “domain of the real” 
which consists of generative mechanisms that cause events to happen e.g. social structures. 
The second layer is the “domain of the actual”, it’s the domain of events that happen, take 
place or occur. The third layer is the “domain of the empirical” and consists of those events 
that are experienced as they happen or are perceived to have happened. Such a conception 
of reality is consistent with the concept of media witnessing that informs this thesis. Media 
witnessing is: 
 the systematic and ongoing reporting of the experiences and realities of distant others to 
mass audiences. It refers simultaneously to the appearance of witnesses in media reports, the 
possibility of media themselves bearing witness, and the positioning of media audiences as 
witnesses to depicted events (Frosh &Pinchevski 2009:1, see chapter two for an extended 
discussion).  
Within the context of this study the B-Metro tabloid enables readers to witness the abuse and 
suffering of children via offering primary and secondary accounts of those who witnessed or 
experienced the abuse. Such a function corresponds to the critical realist domain of how 
people perceive or experience reality, “the domain of the empirical” (Toynbee 2008:270). But 
whether the media report or do not report the abuse does not alter the fact that it happened. 
The fact that the abuse happened is what critical realists call “the domain of the actual”.  Thus, 
media witnessing admits that there might be a “veracity gap” (Peters, 2009:27) between an 
event and the account of the witness about the event, just as critical realists acknowledge 
that there might be a rupture between the “domain of the empirical” and “the domain of  the 
actual” (not everything that happened maybe directly experienced or correctly perceived). 
Moreover, it is undeniable that the suffering and abuse of children in modern society is an 
ubiquitous risk with real socio-economic and political causes. These social causes are the 
critical realist “domain of the real”. Thus, critical realism reconciles the fact that media 
witnessing (mediation) is a discursive construction with the assertion that mediated 
witnessing is about an objective reality that exists independently of the act of witnessing. 
Furthermore, it corrects the “epistemic fallacy” of turning media and “cultural production into 
something completely self-referential”, where “we lose any sense of truth or adequacy to 
reality of media texts” (Toynbee, 2008: 275). Critical realism is consistent with the analytical 
posturing of this research which is “critical of social structures and practices which produce 
or perpetuate suffering or other social ills, including those caused by false or inadequate 
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accounts of reality” (Wright, 2011: 161).The study’s espousal of a critical realist perspective 
as well as the understanding of mediation as a discursive practice informed the choice of a 
qualitative methodology for this study. 
Qualitative research 
There are three methodological approaches to research, the qualitative, the quantitative and 
the mixed methods approaches (Creswell 2014; Crotty 1998; Bryman 1984). Any research 
undertaking inevitably involves the choice of and the subsequent justification of the chosen 
methodology. The choice of a research methodology is now understood to be an inherently 
pragmatic exercise given that some research questions naturally lend themselves to 
qualitative exploration, while others are more amenable to quantitative investigation and 
some impose the need for an eclectic approach that combines a qualitative and quantitative 
methodology (Creswell 2014:3; Patton, 2002:13; Corbin & Strauss, 2008:12). The qualitative 
approach was preferred because its emphasis on the meaning of social phenomena coheres 
with the objectives of this study (Patton 2002). According to Creswell (2014:4) “qualitative 
research is an approach for exploring and understanding the meaning individuals or groups 
ascribe to a social or human problem”. Qualitative research is “interpretative and naturalistic” 
(Denzin & Lincoln 2013:6-7) and is oriented towards making sense of the lived experience of 
human beings in specific social contexts.  The present study investigates the mediation of 
child abuse by the B-Metro tabloid in Bulawayo and since mediation involves the social 
circulation of meaning (see chapter 2), the qualitative approach is thus rendered relevant 
since meaning-making is interpretative work. The ensuing discussion of the qualitative 
approach will not be framed by the traditional paradigm wars that emphasise the 
“fundamental antimonies” (Bryman, 1984:75) of qualitative and quantitative research but it 
will be a pragmatic rationalisation of the qualitative approach. Such a position is also more 
sensible against the backdrop of exhortations expressed in contemporary research 
scholarship to transcend the polarised antagonism between qualitative and quantitative 
research that was informed by the quest for “legitimacy, intellectual and paradigmatic 
hegemony” (Lincoln, Lynham & Guba 2011:9; see also Denzin & Lincoln 2013:2-5; Crotty 
1988:15).  This is further compounded by the increased interest in “ontologies and 
epistemologies that differ sharply from those undergirding conventional social science” and 
to “the distinct turn of the social sciences toward more interpretative, postmodern, and 
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critical practices and theorising” (ibid.). Furthermore, Creswell (2014:3) has made the case 
that it is no longer necessary to view the two approaches as “rigid, distinct categories, polar 
opposites, or dichotomies. Instead, they represent different ends on a continuum”. 
Qualitative research is both a polymorphous signifier and methodological practice. It “cross 
cuts disciplines, fields, and subject matter. A complex, interconnected family of terms, 
concepts, and assumptions surround the term” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011:3). It is a set of 
“complex interpretative practices” and a “constantly shifting historically formation” which is 
never “just one thing (ibid)”. It follows from the above that attempts at definitional accuracy 
and producing an exhaustive account of qualitative research are unpragmatic and futile. 
Instead, it is more productive and logical to outline the generic features of qualitative 
research (Hammersley, 2013:3; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011:3). These features are usually 
understood in contrast to quantitative research. 
 
 The etymological examination of the term qualitative, reveals that the original Latin term 
“qualitas refers to a primary focus on qualities, the features, of entities – to distinctions in 
kind – while the contrasting term quantitas refers to a primary focus on differences in 
amount” (Erickson 2011 cited in Hammersely, 2013:3). Hence, the qualitative preference for 
narrative techniques aimed at describing the constitutive and salient features of social 
phenomena. This contrasts with the quantitative predilection for statistical and experimental 
measurement of social phenomena. Qualitative research is inherently hermeneutic and thus 
alternatively called, interpretative inquiry. Qualitative inquiry is also distinguished by its focus 
on capturing the complexity of the research problem (Creswell 2013:186). Thus, qualitative 
research aims at being holistic by studying things in their natural settings and accounting for 
the contextual factors that give rise to a phenomenon. “It is a discovery-oriented approach 
that minimises investigator manipulation of the study setting and imposes no prior 
constraints on what the outcome of the research will be” (Patton, 2002:39). Thick description 
is another feature of qualitative research that was popularised by the anthropologist Clifford 
Geertz. “The aim is to draw large conclusions from small, but very densely textured facts; to 
support broad assertions about the role of culture in the construction of collective life by 
engaging them exactly with complex specifics” (Geertz 1973 cited in Tracy, 2013:3). 
Furthermore, qualitative research favours an emergent and flexible research design. This 
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means there is “openness to adapting inquiry as understanding deepens and/or situations 
change; the researcher avoids getting locked into rigid designs that eliminate responsiveness 
and pursues new paths of discovery as they emerge” (Patton, 1990:40). 
 
Given its affinity with a constructionist epistemology that views knowledge as transactional 
and subjective, qualitative research inevitably casts the researcher as the key instrument of 
data collection (Creswell 2014; Patton 2002, Hammersely 2013). Knowledge is thus 
intersubjectively produced by the researcher and research participants, as well as from 
materials produced by knowing human actors. Knowledge is transactional in the sense that it 
is the product of the encounter between the “knower” and the “to-be-known” (Lincoln & 
Guba, 2013:40). “We cannot separate ourselves from what we know. The investigator and 
the object of investigation are linked such that who we are and how we understand the world 
is a central part of how we understand ourselves, others, and the world” (Lincoln & Guba 
1994 in Denzin & Lincoln, 2011:104). The notion that knowledge is subjective signifies that it 
is:  
mediated by the knower’s prior experience and knowledge, by political and social 
status, by gender, by race, class, sexual orientation, nationality, by personal and 
cultural values, and by the knower’s interpretation (construction) of the contextual 
surround. Knowledge is not “discovered” but rather created; it exists only in the 
time/space framework in which it is generated (Lincoln & Guba 2013:40). 
 
 The researcher’s subjectivity inevitably impacts the research process and consequently 
imposes the need for self-reflexivity. Reflexivity is a critical process, “a conscious experiencing 
of the self as both inquirer and respondent, as teacher and learner,” it “demands that we 
interrogate each of ourselves regarding the ways in which research efforts are shaped and 
staged around the binaries, contradictions and paradoxes that shape our own lives” (Lincoln, 







Rationalising the research design 
Research design is identified by Easterby-Smith et al. (1990:21) as “the overall configuration 
of a piece of research: what kind of evidence is gathered from where, and how such evidence 
is interpreted in order to provide good answers to the basic research question[s]”. 
Alternatively, research design is also defined as the procedure or strategy of inquiry within 
the methodological canon (Creswell 2014: 3; Crotty 1998:7; Flick 2004:146; Yin 2003:19). The 
present study adopts a case study design that uses triangulation of methods to solicit for data 
that answers the study’s research questions (Patton, 2002:247). Triangulation of methods 
derives from the conceptualisation of mediation as the circulation of meaning across the 
moments of production, the text and consumption. Du gay et al (1997:3) have made the case 
that a holistic account of the life of a text needs to follow its passage through the “circuit of 
culture”. The circuit comprises of production, identity, regulation, representation and 
consumption. They contend that it is in the “articulation” of the above processes that “the 
beginnings of an explanation can be found” (ibid). Articulation is the 
 …process of connecting disparate elements together to form a temporary unity… it is a 
linkage which is not necessary, determined, or absolute and essential for all time; rather it is 
a linkage whose conditions of existence or emergence need to be located in the contingencies 
of the circumstance (ibid).  
 Thus, the methods employed in this study seek to cater for each moment within the circuit 
of mediation and thus provide a holistic empirical account of mediation as advocated by 
Silverstone (2005), Siperia (2010), Fornas (2000) and Chouliaraki (2002) among others. 
Consequently, the thesis combines a study of the context of production, with textual analysis 
and a reception analysis of B-Metro mediations of child abuse.  
The Case Study design 
Robert Yin (2003) advises that the case study is an appropriate research strategy when the 
objective of an inquiry is to understand the how and why of contemporary social phenomena. 
The case study design is thus relevant to this research given its investigation of how the B-
Metro frames child abuse and how the mediation of child abuse is subsequently received by 
its readership. In addition to the above Yin notes that case studies are appropriate when the 
researcher has “little control over events”, “case studies arise out of the desire to understand 
complex social phenomena” and that “the case study method allows investigators to retain 
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the holistic and meaningful aspects of real life events” (ibid:1-2). For Yin the case study can 
be understood in a twofold sense: 
(1) The case study is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in its 
real-life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not 
clearly evident...(2) copes with a technically distinctive situation in which there will be more 
variables of interest than data points…relies on multiple sources of evidence…benefits from 
the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide data collection and analysis (13-
14) 
The B-Metro is used as the exemplary case, the unit of analysis that is studied in order to gain 
insight into the mediation of the social phenomenon of child abuse for reasons discussed in 
the introductory chapter. The case study design is also relevant as it uses the case of a tabloid 
newspaper the B-Metro to explore the mediation of child abuse in a contemporary urban 
context. At a theoretical level the object of inquiry functions as the unit of analysis that is used 
to empirically explore the moral work of media in societies where media are now 
“environmental” (Silverstone 2007:4). 
Researching the context of production  
There are three strategies that have been advanced for studying the production of media 
texts. These are the exchange strategy, separation strategy and the generative strategy 
according to Ytreberg’s (2000:53-62) threefold typology. The exchange strategy entails the 
study of the “interaction of production and text in the media institution over time”. In this 
instance the researcher should be sensitive to how “changes in textual interpretation to 
changes in professional culture, in programme policy, in the structure of the organization and 
in its resource allocations” are “implemented as a new text”.  
 
The advantage of the exchange strategy is that it fits new insights about text 
production into a research design that makes it possible to relate negotiations and 
conflicts in the production process to characteristics of the text in such a way that the 
relationships between priorities and their outcomes are clearly apparent. 
 
As is evident from the above, the exchange strategy is time consuming and has the potential 
to yield unmanageable amounts of data and this has a bearing on the feasibility of the 
implementation of the exchange strategy. The separation strategy as suggested by the title 
means that the investigation of text production and the text itself is methodologically and 
analytically disjointed though the findings are later synthesised in the research report (ibid). 
In the generative strategy “the researcher follows a single text, programme or series from the 
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first stages of concept development, through the production process, to the final result, the 
text. The main drawback here is the linearity that is more or less built into the approach” (59). 
For purposes of this study the separation strategy was the feasible option as the quasi-
ethnographic nature of the exchange strategy rendered it impractical both in terms of time 
constraints and institutional constraints as the researcher would have to be stationed at the 
B-Metro from January 2016- August 2018 (the sampling period). The generative strategy was 
also not feasible given the spontaneous nature of news thus making it impossible to follow 
the production process of child abuse stories from their generation as leads to their 
production and subsequent reception. The generative strategy also works well with a 
prospective sample of media texts as opposed to a retrospective sample as was the case with 
some of the texts that constitute this study’s sample. Thus, the separation strategy was the 
most pragmatic and feasible strategy for studying the context of production. The separation 
strategy was operationalised by conducting semi-structured interviews with B-Metro staff in 
order to get data about the context of production. In order to familiarise myself with the B-
Metro’s editorial environment and refine my interview guide I conducted a pilot interview 
with the B-Metro staff, which was followed by individual interviews with the editors and 
journalists. The individual interviews sought to understand the personal, institutional and 
contextual factors that shaped the writing and subsequent publishing or rejection of child 
abuse stories.  
 
The semi structured interview and qualitative research 
Silverman (1993) has characterised modern society as the “interview society” and his view 
finds corroboration in the fact that “the interview…pervades and produces our contemporary 
cultural experiences and knowledges of authentic personal, private selves” (Rapley 2007:15 
italics original). Evidence for this is found in the ubiquitous use of the interview in different 
everyday contexts and different genres of social discourse. The interview is widely used in 
journalistic, legal, religious, therapeutic and academic exchanges as a truth seeking and giving 
activity (see Kvale &Brinkmann 2009; Rapley 2007; Tracy 2013; Gillham 2000). Contrary to 
stereotypical objections, the common-sensical nature of the interview does not preclude its 
academic use nor does it diminish the academic significance of the data that it yields (see 
Seidman 2006:1-6). Qualitative researchers have found the interview method commensurate 
with the paradigmatic concerns of thick description, the vicarious experience of social 
54 
 
phenomena and the solicitation of the socially constructed meanings attached to social 
phenomena (see Patton 2002; Crotty 1998; Denzin & Lincoln 2011; Creswell 2014; Seidman 
2006). According to Mason (2002:225) “interview methodology begins from the assumption 
that it is possible to investigate elements of the social by asking people to talk, and to gather 
or construct knowledge by listening to and interpreting what they say and to how they say 
it”. The interview has been variously defined as a “speech event” (Jensen 2003:149), 
“collaborative meaning making” (Doucet & Mauthner (2008:335)”, a “guided question-
answer conversation” (Tracy 2013:131) and as a “discourse shaped by asking and answering 
questions” (MIschler 1991: vii). Kvale & Brinkmann (2009:2) have advanced a definition that 
foregrounds the epistemic function of the qualitative interview. They posit that “it is an inter-
view where knowledge is constructed in the inter-action between the interviewer and 
interviewee. An interview is literally an inter view, an interchange of views between two 
persons conversing about a theme of mutual interest” (also see Mason 2002:225). As is 
evident form the above definition such an understanding of the interview coheres with the 
constructionist epistemology that views knowledge as transactional and subjective.  
 
 Asking, listening and interpretation are theoretical projects in the sense that how we ask 
questions, what we assume is possible from asking questions and from listening to answers, 
and what kind of knowledge we hear answers to be, are all ways in which we express, pursue 
and satisfy our theoretical orientations in our research (ibid).  
 
The research interview is intersubjective and instrumental. It is instrumental as it is used as a 
means to an end, that of obtaining data that is relevant to the research undertaking (ibid:33). 
Within the context of this study, semi-structured interviews were instrumental in seeking 
data that answers Research Question 2: How is the abuse of children framed in the Bulawayo 
tabloid the B-Metro?  As indicated above the mediation of child abuse involves the dialectical 
interaction of the moment of production, the text and the moment of consumption. How a 
social reality is framed within texts cannot be separated from the extratextual influences at 
play within the institutional context of their production. Thus, it is incumbent on media 
researchers to “examine the forces that work to shape media content, the “messages” that 
constitute the symbolic environment” (Reese 2007:30, emphasis original). Such an empirical 
undertaking is imperative based on the logic that “if content is a construction, then it is 
necessary to understand its ‘constructing’ ” (Reese, 2008:32). Thus, semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with five purposively sampled B-Metro journalists from the 26 
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February 2018 to 24 May 2018. Journalists who were part of the study’s sample were 
individually interviewed at the Zimpapers offices in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe. The interviewed 
journalists were chosen using the criteria of having institutional knowledge and experiences 
relevant to the study. consequently, journalists were chosen because they had written child 
abuse stories or exercised editorial oversight regarding the publication of those stories.  The 
foregoing is consistent with the rationale of purposive sampling as set forth by Robinson 
(2014:32): 
 
The rationale for employing a purposive strategy is that the researcher assumes, based on 
their a-priori theoretical understanding of the topic being studied, that certain categories of 
individuals may have a unique, different or important perspective on the phenomenon in 
question and their presence in the sample should be ensured. 
 
 
Thus, the journalists were chosen using the criteria of possessing knowledge and experiences 
that were relevant to the objectives of the study. Semi structured interviews were preferred 
because they are descriptive, interpretative and linguistic in nature and are thus compatible 
with the qualitative methodology chosen for this study (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009:28,55). In 
addition to the above features semi structured interviews were favoured for the insight they 
give into the “life world” of the B-Metro journalists. Life world “is the everyday lived world of 
the interviewee and his or her relation to it” (ibid). In more concrete terms it is the social, 
occupational, institutional and cultural context within which B-Metro journalists practice their 
journalism (see Reese 2007:31). Thus, semi-structured interviews facilitated the exploration 
of the context of production from the B-Metro journalists’ point of view.  The “deliberate 
naivete” feature of qualitative interviews, flexibility and “sensitivity to unexpected 
phenomenon” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009: 28) enabled the researcher to explore the 
phenomenon in question without imposing a priori categories of interpretation on the data. 
In sum the “fluid…interactional, situational and generative” (Mason, 2008:225) features of 
the semi structured interview motivated its choice as a data gathering instrument. The 
interviews were electronically recorded using the researcher’s android smart phone and 
laptop and later manually transcribed by the researcher. They were later thematically coded 
using NVivo qualitative data analysis software in order to identify patterns in journalists’ 




Power, ethics and the interview 
It is now accepted that the interview is never innocent of power as was previously suggested 
by the “non-hierarchical interview” perspective (Doucet & Mauthner, 2008:332-333). Within 
this perspective “the practice of qualitative research is portrayed as inherently dominance-
free, based on trust and empathy, and a free exchange of viewpoints, but such assertions 
overlook important dimensions of qualitative research involving power” (Brinkmann 2007: 
129). Power is intrinsic to the qualitative interview given that the researcher (1) possesses 
academic competence, (2) has the prerogative to set the interview agenda and (3) has a 
“monopoly of interpretation over the subject’s statements” (Kvale & Brinkmann 2009:33). It 
should be noted that the attendant power asymmetry should not be conceived as an 
essentialised given but rather the “power hierarchies in research should be seen as shifting, 
multiple and intersecting” (Doucet & Mauthner, 2008:332). Power is not a zero-sum game 
where the researcher is all powerful and the interviewee is powerless. The interviewee 
exercises counter power in the form of withholding information, challenging the interviewer 
and withdrawing from a study (Kvale &Brinkmann 2009).  
 
It is precisely the omnipresence of power in human relations and in research that imposes the 
need for ethics. In order to satisfy the ethical obligations of the study I obtained the informed 
consent and voluntary participation of B-Metro journalists. This was achieved by a letter 
written to the editor of the B-Metro detailing the objectives of the study and that specified 
that the data was to be used for academic purposes only. Furthermore, before each interview 
I would ask for verbal confirmation from the respondent that they understand what kind of 
information was required from them and that they were free to withdraw from the study at 
any point. The University of Cape Town faculty of humanities consent form was used to 
document that respondents consented to their participation in the research. It was difficult 
to secure the anonymity of the interviewed journalists given that the study combines the 
study of the context of production with a textual analysis of the child abuse articles authored 
by the journalists. The articles contain some names of the authors and thus reveal their 
identity. Furthermore, given the separation strategy discussed above, it was necessary to 
establish whether the information given by the journalists about the context of production 
found expression in the texts they authored. The foregoing imposed the need to individually 
ask the journalists whether waiving their anonymity would result in any foreseeable harm and 
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the response was that they could not imagine any harm resulting from that since the news 
stories carry their names and thus consented to the waiver of their anonymity.  
 
Investigating the textual moment: A Critical Discourse Analysis Approach 
The study employed Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) to explore the mediational aspects of 
the textual moment. CDA encompasses a variety of philosophical orientations, theoretical 
positions and methodological techniques that are applied to the critical analysis of texts 
(Jorgensen & Philips, 2002; van Djik 1993; Wodak & Meyer 2001; Locke 2004; Richardson 
2007). Though varieties of CDA abound they all espouse a “critical theory of language which 
sees the use of language as a social practice” ( Richardson 2007) and on that basis CDA refers 
to “the critical linguistic approach of scholars who find the larger discursive unit of text to be 
the basic unit of communication” (Wodak, 2001:2). The approach is also informed by a 
constructionist epistemology that emphasises the “performative power of language” 
(Chouliaraki 2010: online), wherein discourse “constitutes and is constituted by the social” 
(Jorgensen & Philips, 2002:61). At the heart of the CDA enterprise is a functionalist view of 
language that is concerned with the social consequences of its use. The notions of power and 
ideology are also important motifs that infuse the CDA enterprise.  Power is broadly 
understood as the structural capacity of social actors to asymmetrically influence other social 
actors. (Castells 2009; Wodak & Busch 2004; Locke 2004; Van Djik 2001). Thus, “CDA may be 
defined as fundamentally concerned with analysing opaque as well as structural relationships 
of dominance, discrimination, power and control as manifested in language” (Wodak 2001:2). 
It is concerned with how “social inequalities are expressed signalled, constituted and 
legitimized (ibid)” or challenged in discourses. It is this “textualization of power” (Chouliaraki, 
2010) that imbues discourses with their ideological essence. Discourses are ideological as they 
embody meanings that are deployed in the service of certain power interests (Thompson 
1990). Consequently, CDA starts with a social problem, identifies its discursive dimension and 
then analyses the textual representations in relation to the attendant socio-cultural practices 
(Fairclough 1995: 53-62).  
 
CDA was thus deemed appropriate for this study because child abuse is a social problem 
whose discursive rendering by the B-Metro tabloid has the potential to transform or sustain 
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the socio-cultural practices that engender child abuse. Moreover, media constructions of 
child abuse have a bearing on whether society privileges certain kinds of abuse over others, 
or whether child abuse is construed as being gendered or not and whether child abuse is a 
function of social class or not (MacDonald 2003). Thus, CDA becomes relevant for analysing 
how child abuse as an ontological fact is epistemologically constructed within the B-Metro’s 
tabloid discourse as stated in research question one. Furthermore, the notion that discourse 
is performative makes CDA useful for exploring the kinds of moral agency that are enacted in 
the B-Metro’s framing of child abuse texts as stated in research question three. 
 
Following the dominant methodological procedures prescribed within the literature, the 
analysis focuses on the thematic, lexical, framing, argumentative and contextual aspects of 
the sampled texts (Mautner, 2008: 38-43; Richardson, 2007:46-71; Wodak, 2001:72-73; Van 
Djik, 2001:99-112). 
Within the context of news discourse, headlines reference the topic which is the subject of 
the discourse, they constitute the “semantic macrostructure” of the text and therefore 
perform a thematic function (Van Djik, 2001:101).  Thematic analysis derives its relevance 
from the fact that text readers are “unable to memorise and manage all meaning details of a 
discourse, and hence mentally organise these meanings by global meanings or topics” 
(ibid;102).  
Discourse analysis proceeds from the premise that language use is an active, political and 
social enterprise (Richardson, 2007:12-13). It follows from the above that word choice and 
syntactic construction are instrumental for achieving the social and political goals of language 
use and texts. Lexical analysis is therefore indispensable to an adequate critique of the 
constitution and function of discourse. Lexical analysis is a micro level explanation of how 
lexical choices, phraseology, denotation and connotation, rhetorical tropes and sentence 
construction contribute to the global meaning of the text (Van Djik, 2001:103; Richardson, 
2007: 47-70; Mautner, 2008: 38-43). 
Discourse is always inflected by the worldview of its proponents, there is “no view from 
nowhere” (Pech & Leibel, 2006:141). Consequently, the framing of a discourse, its moral, 
cultural, economic and political point of view merits scrutiny as it orients discourse and its 
reception in ideologically significant ways. Specifically, framing is to: 
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...select some perceived aspect of a reality and make them more salient in a 
communicating text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, 
causal interpretation, moral evaluation and/ or treatment recommendation for the 
item described (Entman 1993: 52, italics original). 
Since discourses are selective perceptions and evaluations of social problems, frame analysis 
is thus essential for illuminating their “perspectivation” (Wodak, 2001:73). Given that news 
discourses espouse a particular worldview and are framed differently, they are inherently 
argumentative. They are argumentative in the sense that they do not only report social 
phenomena, but also express subjective opinions about those phenomena (Reynolds, 
2000:26). Furthermore, they perform the persuasive function of convincing discourse 
recipients of the “effectiveness” and “reasonableness” of the espoused view (Fairclough & 
Fairclough, 2010:57). Thus, an analysis of a texts’ argumentation gives insight into the 
function of the argument and the strategies employed to achieve its communicative purpose.  
The efficacy of an argument is the domain of rhetoric. Rhetoric can be forensic, epideictic or 
deliberative (Richardson 2007:157). A forensic argument is historically oriented and is either 
condemnatory or defensive of past actions. An epideictic argument focuses on the present 
and concerns whether the character of a person makes the person praiseworthy or not. A 
deliberative argument is future oriented and is intended to dissuade or encourage 
contemplated actions (ibid).  
The belief in the “reasonableness” of a text is derived from the legitimation strategies 
employed in the text. Legitimation concerns how certain propositions and courses of action 
are justified or cast as being unjustified. In classic rhetoric legitimation is achieved by means 
of ethos, pathos and logos. More recently, Reis (2008:787-787) has expanded on this 
traditional typology and advocates a fivefold classification of legitimation strategies. 
According to Reis’ taxonomy, ethos corresponds to the belief in the authority and expertise 
of a social actor. Pathos is the use of emotive appeal to legitimise or delegitimise a position. 
Logos relates to the use of logic and rationality in qualifying or disqualifying an action or 
perspective. The new strategies are hypothetical future and altruism. Hypothetical future 
concerns thinking of present circumstances in terms of their advantageous or 
disadvantageous consequences in the future. An altruistic strategy consists in presenting a 
particular course of action as being in the public interest and thus selfless.   
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A contextual analysis “situates discourse within the social, political, cultural and historical 
structures in which a communicative event takes place…a theory of context provides a theory 
of relevance”, (Van Djik, 2001:108-109).  
The corpus of texts for critical discourse analysis were purposively sampled between January 
2016 and August 2018. The choice to start from January 2016 was motivated by the societal 
debates regarding the age of consent that was sparked by the then prosecutor general 
Tomana’s comments in June 2015 that 16-year-old girls and even 12-year-old girls could have 
sex or marry (BBC online, 19-07-15). At the heart of the debate was the variance between the 
Children’s Protection and Adoption Act’s age designation of sixteen and that of the 2013 
Zimbabwean constitution which prescribes that the legal age of consent is 18. The legal 
impasse was resolved by the constitutional court’s ruling that repealed all legislation and 
criminalised practices contrary to the constitution’s age of sexual and marital consent with 
effect from 20 January 2016 (Chronicle online 22-02-2016). This was the “critical discourse 
moment” (Carvalho, 2008:166) that put the vulnerability of children on the public agenda and 
forms the backdrop of the B-Metro’s sustained discourse of “children at risk” (MacDonald, 
2003:109).  Texts were chosen using the criteria of possessing the unique characteristic of 
being a narrative about children exposed to the risk of sexual, physical and emotional abuse. 
64 texts were identified that matched the above criteria and thus constitute the “universe of 
discourse” (Mautner, 2008:35) for the period under study. However, the resultant corpus 
needed further streamlining in order to ensure the feasibility of a detailed textual analysis of 
the discourse of ‘children at risk’. Thus, texts were further classified according to the themes 
of sexual abuse, physical abuse, child marriages, emotional abuse, comment, murder and 
neglect as captured in the following table. 
 
TABLE 1 POPULATION OF TEXTS PUBLISHED BETWEEN JANUARY 2016 AND AUGUST 2018 
 
Sexual abuse 26 
Physical abuse 7 
Child marriage  2 
Comment  8 
General  2 
Emotional/psychological abuse 4 
Murder 9 





The articles were then sampled according to author and article focus in order to ensure that 
the sample is representative of the interviewed journalists and the types of child abuse. Thus, 
the final sample includes but is not limited to articles that journalists referred to in their 
interviews and articles that provoked productive discussion in the focus groups. This was 
informed by the need to synthesise data obtained about the moment of production, text and 
reception as suggested by Ytreberg above. Articles were also chosen on the basis of their 
novelty in terms of framing and theme. This was done to mitigate the effects of “the law of 
diminishing returns” where “new data no longer yield up new representations” (Mautner, 
2008:35). Thus, the final sample consists of 9 articles analysed using critical discourse analysis. 
 
TABLE 2  FINAL SAMPLE OF ANALYSED TEXTS 
 
Sexual abuse 1 
Child marriage  1 
Comment  4 
Emotional/psychological abuse 1 
Murder 1 
Neglect and physical abuse 1 
 
 
Investigating the moment of consumption: A Reception analysis 
approach 
 “Reception research is the interview-based inquiry of how people make sense of a media 
product” (Drotner et.al 2003:154). This analytic method emerged as a shift from a technical 
to a semiotic understanding of communication.  Central to the emergent paradigm was the 
view that media audiences were active in contrast to the powerful effects paradigm that saw 
audiences as being passive consumers of media texts (Alasuutari 1999; Strelitz 2000; 
Stevenson 2000, Croteau et.al 2011; Laughey 2007; Williams 2003; Stokes 2003). “Reception 
research insists that the media text is merely an encoded meaning potential which may 
constrain the reader’s meaning production in various ways, but which remains to be 
actualised by readers in everyday life” (Drotner et.al 2003:124). Thus, there is no guaranteed 
symmetry between the meaning intended by the authors of a media text and the meaning 
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actualised by the recipients of the media text (Drotner et.al 2003; Philo 2010). The foregoing 
is a foundational tenet of reception analysis that was popularised by Hall’s encoding and 
encoding model which is now accepted as a seminal work within the reception studies 
paradigm (see Ang 1991; Alasuutari 1999; Philo 2010; Schroder 2000; Madianou 2009; 
Stevenson 2002; Williams 2003). It is against this backdrop that Drotner et.al (2003:127) 
challenge media students to find “a single empirical work from the empirical reception 
tradition that does not make reference to Stuart Hall’s article”. Hence, Hall’s model is 
paradigmatic within the reception analysis paradigm given its “agenda setting dominance” 
which is attested to by the fact that “its whole conceptual framework, as well as its core 
theoretical concepts have been canonical for a generation of reception researchers” (ibid). 
The model’s analytic value derives from its hypothetical readings that point to the polysemic 
character of media texts which challenged the monosemic view of media texts.  
Media producers can prefer a particular reading of a media text but cannot guarantee that 
the audiences’ interpretation will be identical to it (Hall 1980:125; Michelle 2007:186). Thus, 
it is semiotically possible for media audiences to make a “negotiated reading” comprising of 
“adaptive and oppositional elements” or alternatively make an “oppositional reading” of the 
text which is “globally contrary” to the preferred reading (Hall 1980:125-127). Though the 
model is by no means infallible its analytic purchase lies in its recognition of the relative 
autonomy of the moments of production and reception (Strelitz, 2000). It is against this 
backdrop that reception analysis emerged as a method of empirically determining how and 
why audiences decode media texts in ways that they do. Proponents of the reception 
paradigm subscribe to the logic that consumption is essentially a semiotic activity and that 
media effects are a consequence of decoding media messages. Regarding the media message 
it is accepted that: 
 
Before this message can have an ‘effect’ however defined, satisfy a need or be put to ‘use’ it 
must first be appropriated as a meaningful discourse and be meaningfully decoded. It is this 
set of decoded meanings ‘which have an effect’, influence, entertain, instruct or persuade 
with very complex perceptual, cognitive, emotional, ideological or behavioural consequences 




Thus, reception research (1) “explores the encounter of active audiences with media 
meanings”, (2) “regards meaning as a joint product of text and reader”, (3) recognises that 
“the situational and social contexts of reading affect the meanings actualised by audiences”, 
(4) prefers the qualitative interview in the “phenomenological and hermeneutic pursuit of 
verbalised audience experiences” of media products (Drotner et.al, 2003:125). The qualitative 
interview can take two forms, the individual in-depth interview or the focus group interview.  
This study employed focus group interviews because their pseudo-social character was well 
suited to exploring how B-Metro readers interpret the mediation of child abuse, as well as the 
kinds of moral agency engendered by those mediations. 
 
Focus group interviews 
Focus group interviews are face to face interpersonal speech events designed to solicit for 
collective opinion about a social reality which is the subject of a research project (Drotner 
et.al, 2003:149; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Meyer, 2008:71; Puchta & Potter, 2004:7). Focus 
groups are celebrated for the capacity to shed “light on the normative understandings that 
groups draw upon to reach collective judgements” (Bloor et.al 2001:4). The recognition that 
meaning making is a social activity, makes focus groups the preferred method for 
investigating the collective meanings ascribed to social realities (Meyer 2001:71). Though 
originally conceived in the social sciences, the focus group method was popularised by 
commercially motivated market research before its resurgence in social science research and 
academia at large (Bloor et.al 2001:2-4; Hansen et.al 1998:259; Hemink 2007:4; Puchta & 
Potter, 2004:4-6). Focus groups entered media studies with the emergence of an academic 
discourse about audiences that sought to challenge the institutional view of audiences that 
was largely statistical and experimental (Bloor et.al 2001:2-4; Meyer, 2008:71; Puchta & 
Potter, 2004:5-6; Stevenson’, 2002:76). The institutional view was faulted for artificially 
foreclosing the interpretative work of media audiences. The foregoing derives from the 
capacity of focus groups to allow for the artificial re-enactment of the social interaction and 
group dynamics that attend the decoding of media texts.  
 
Two schools of thought are identifiable within the literature regarding the composition of 
focus groups, the homogeneous perspective and heterogenous perspective (Bloor et.al 
2001:22; Morgan 2008:353). Proponents of the homogeneous perspective advance the view 
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that a focus group comprising of people with identical demographic characteristics holds the 
benefit of minimising power differentials and conflict among participants (McLafferty 
2004:189). On the other hand, proponents of the heterogeneous perspective do not see the 
necessity of recruiting people belonging to the same social class, gender, age group nor with 
the same level of education as these do not guarantee the absence of conflict (ibid). Power 
dynamics inhere in all human and social interactions and “homogeneity on too many variables 
may also result in a sterile group dynamic with little diversity in experience or opinions” 
(Hemink 2007:125). Furthermore, Morley (2006:107) has lamented how the quest for 
homogeneity artificially essentialises categories of class, gender race and ethnicity in terms 
of how they determine the decoding of media texts. He acknowledges that his now seminal 
Nationwide study is partly responsible for “installing this particular orthodoxy”. Thus, 
“homogeneity should not be overstretched because heterogeneous groups can also be 
useful” (Ogunbameru, 2003:3). Heterogenous groups may not possess demographic 
uniformity but possess the homogeneity of shared experience in the topic of discussion. Thus, 
the focus group participants used for this study were demographically heterogeneous but 
shared the homogeneity of a common media experience that of being readers of the B-Metro 
tabloid, as well as the geographical homogeneity of being Bulawayo residents. There is also a 
polarised debate within the literature regarding the use of “pre-existing groups” and the use 
of “purpose constructed groups” comprising of strangers in focus group research (Bloor et.al 
2001:22; Hemink 2007:117). Pre-existing groups are preferred because they are the closest 
approximation of “naturally occurring data” (Kitzinger 1994:105). However, they still retain a 
degree of artificiality because the interaction is staged and would not otherwise have 
occurred outside the strategic purpose of the research for which it is staged (ibid). Pre-existing 
groups may also inhibit disclosure because participants know the confidentiality of their 
contributions is not guaranteed among their acquaintances (Hemink 2007:117). On the other 
hand, stranger groups hold the promise of greater spontaneity, honesty and depth of 
discussion because participants know their contributions are confidential and anonymous 
(ibid). The present study used both pre-existing and purpose constructed groups recruited via 
a combination of convenience, purposive and snowball sampling.  The focus groups 
conducted at Evelyn High School and Sobukhazi High School, Spa Centre Barber Shop and 
Divine Car Wash, fall into the pre-existing group category and used snowball sampling. All 
65 
 
these groups preferred to have the discussions at their workplaces because of financial and 
logistical concerns. 
 
Convenience sampling was largely necessitated by considerations of feasibility regarding time 
and resource constraints as well as availability of potential respondents. Purposive sampling 
is common in reception research because “we want to interview people who are regularly 
exposed to a media product…but sometimes because they are inadvertently exposed to it” 
(Drotner et.al, 2003:159-160). Snow balling is a referral chain strategy that is used to find 
participants who satisfy the criteria of media product exposure through the exploitation of 
networks of acquaintances (Robinson 2014:37). Deciding on sample size is the “unavoidable 
quantitative challenge of even the most qualitative study” (Drotner et.al, 2003:160). This is 
exacerbated by the absence of consensus about the ideal number of focus group participants 
within the methodological canon (see Tracy 2013:167; Ogunbameru 2003:2; Bloor et.al 
2001:26; McLafferty 2004:190; Breen 2006:467). Similarly, there is no consensus about the 
number of focus groups one should conduct and the only offered solution is a theoretical one. 
The general rule of thumb is to conduct focus groups until data saturation is achieved. 
Saturation is the point at which no new themes emerge from the data (Hemink 2007:149; 
Tracy 2013:195). For small scale academic studies saturation is believed to be achieved after 
the third focus group (Hansen et.al, 1998:268). The following table details the demographic 
composition and venues of the focus groups. 
 
TABLE 3  DEMOGRAPHIC CONSTITUTION AND LOCATION OF FOCUS GROUPS 
 Place  Participants’ gender & 
age 














Focus group 2 
27-07-2018 







Car wash attendant 




















Focus group 4 
17-08-2018 
 













Focus group 5 
11-09-2018 
Spa centre barbershop Male 27 
male 37 
Male 38 










Focus group 6  
13-11-2018 

















Ethics and reflexivity in the focus groups 
All participants in the focus groups signed the University of Cape Town consent form after 
being informed of the nature of the research, what data was needed from them and how it 
was going to be used. Participants were assured of the confidentiality of their contributions 
and given the option to exercise their right to withdraw before each focus group commenced. 
In order to minimise the researcher effect, where participants are exhibit artificial behaviour 
because they know their responses are recorded, the researcher interjected only for purposes 
of keeping the discussion focused on the study’s objectives, clarifying respondent’s intended 
meaning and ensuring parity of participation among respondents. Convening the focus groups 
proved particularly challenging as most had to be rescheduled two or three times because 
some participants would agree in principle but withdraw without prior notification. Thus, 
getting the ideal number of participants became elusive e.g. focus group 1. As a result, 
cancelled focus groups imposed the need for improvisation on the part of the researcher. For 
example, for focus group number 2 there was no a priori planning. The discussion was 
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spontaneously convened with Divine Car Care employees who expressed interest in the 
research and are regular readers of the B-Metro. Spontaneity was also demanded in the Spa 
Centre Barbershop when 2 clients getting haircuts (a medical doctor and a sales 
representative) expressed intention to join the focus group discussion, in addition to the four 
barbers who had previously agreed to be part of the research.  
 
The political environment also had a bearing on the convening of focus groups. The researcher 
commenced focus group discussions in July 2018 when Zimbabwe was due to hold 
harmonised presidential and parliamentary elections. The history of heightened political 
violence perpetrated by the state during election periods, mitigated against the efforts of this 
researcher (Santos & Ndlovu, 2015:147-148). It should be noted that prospective respondents 
assumed that the researcher was an intelligence operative hiding behind the guise of 
academic research in order to spy on their political activity. Thus, respondents felt anonymity 
would guarantee their safety in light of the political condition and history referenced above.  
A notable example of the above is the case of an abandoned focus group which was supposed 
to be held with members of the Zimbabwe Republic Police Ross Camp. The police officers 
expressed fear of losing their jobs despite the apolitical nature of the research and the 
assurance that they would be responding in their personal as opposed to their institutional 
capacity. Efforts to convince them to be part of the research proved futile even after getting 
clearance from requisite police authorities in order to dispel their fears. Moreover, the 
economic situation has compromised circulation figures of the B-Metro as confirmed by one 
newspaper vendor who lamented the inconsistent Zimpapers pricing strategy which charges 
one dollar for the B-Metro   and 50 cents for the H-Metro (the B-Metro’s Harare equivalent). 
As a consequence, most potential respondents would state that they have since switched to 
the cheaper alternative. Thus, imposing the need to initiate the snowball sampling process 
again.  
 
Researcher’s positionality is key to the qualitative research process. My interest in the topic 
was not only academic but personal and social. Socially, interest in the B-Metro’s coverage 
was provoked by discussions of child abuse within my network of acquaintances which were 
spurned by the B-Metro’s reportage. Personally, as a first-time young father, may paternal 
instincts and responsibilities engendered a concern for children’s welfare that had been 
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hitherto absent. The foregoing constitute the subjectivities and experiences that formed the 
backdrop of my interest in this study. I was conscious that my identity as doctoral student 
might be intimidating to some participants and thus avoided academese and was thus 
sensitive to issues of class privilege.   
 
Conclusion 
The chapter began by situating the study within a critical realist philosophy that reconciles a 
realist ontology with a constructionist epistemology. The value of a critical realist approach 
lies in reconciling the contradictory claims that journalism is about an objective world out 
there and that news about that world is a subjective construction.  The chapter discussed the 
qualitative methodology that underpins the study and the data gathering techniques 
employed in the study. The moments of production, text and reception were studied using 














                              
 




Chapter 4: A study of the B-Metro’s context of production 
 
Introduction 
This chapter presents findings about the “forces that work to shape media content” about 
child abuse at the B-Metro tabloid given that “if content is a construction, then to understand 
its special quality it is essential to understand its ‘constructing’ ”(Reese 2007:30, 33). The 
analysis focuses on the sociological and moral dimensions of the coverage of child abuse. The 
sociological dimension pertains to “how the mediated symbolic environment gets 
constructed by individuals within a social, occupational, institutional and cultural context” 
(ibid). The hierarchy of influences model (Reese 2007) is the analytical scheme that is used to 
unpack the forces at play in the B-metro’s production of child abuse narratives. The model 
delimits “five levels of influence: personal, routines, organizational, extra media(institutional) 
and ideological (socio-cultural)” (Reese, 2007:35). The model thus caters for both micro and 
macro factors. “At the heart of this outlook is the interplay between structure and agency, 
between actions people take but not under conditions of their own making” (ibid: 36-37). On 
the other hand, the ethical pertains to the moral work of media ̀ a la   Roger Silverstone (2007, 
see theory chapter) and concerns the role of media as “technologies and means by which we 
sustain relationships with each other” (Couldry et.al, 2013:1).  
 
The sociological dimension 
 
Organizational routines 
“The organizational routines within which an individual operates form a structure, 
constraining action while also enabling it” (Reese2007:34). The beat system of reporting is a 
common division of labour strategy in newsrooms (Becker & Vlad 2009:60; Ferrucci & 
Tandoc2017:105) whose extent of execution is contingent on institutional human resource 
dynamics. The B-Metro has a staff complement of 5 permanent journalists comprising of the 
editor, news editor and three journalists. The tabloid also employs the services of freelance 
journalists and interns. Consequently, the B-Metro uses a hybrid system of specialized and 
generalized reporting, where beats are assigned to the permanent members of staff. The 
following interview excerpts point to the situational factors that attend the use of the beat 
system at the B-Metro.  
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Gibson  Mhaka (journalist): I’m a court reporter and I pick most of those stories from 
there…sometimes I go through the court record and can tell that this is a B-Metro story or my 
sources at the court… they even now know that this is a Chronicle story or B-Metro story. 
 
Danisa Masuku (journalist): Mainly I focus on Matabeleland, Matabeleland North and a bit of 
South. I for one my strength is in rural reporting. 
 
Nhlalwenhle Ncube (journalist): I write my own women’s column, usually I write about   
sex… 
 
Resource constraints and staffing at the B-Metro means certain topics get generic and 
decontextualized coverage. Child abuse reporting is affected by these limitations as 
highlighted by the editor in the following excerpt where he illustrates the need to improve 
child abuse reporting by referring to the Prophet impregnates teens story written by Danisa 
Masuku. 
 
Tumeliso Makhurane (editor)… maybe follow them up more e.g. these girls when the prophet 
died maybe they were inherited by other members of the church, so who knows. It’s also 
because we have no specialised reporters assigned to cover that beat. 
 
Sourcing 
Staffing constraints at the B-Metro tabloid also impact the sourcing strategies of the 
journalists. The accounts of the B-metro reporters unanimously identify the courts as 
dominant sources of child abuse stories. 
 
Nhlalwenhle Ncube (journalist): At times we get these stories from the courts… when a child 
is being abused most of the time neighbours  tend to tip us there’s such and such a thing 
happening and then you start investigating   
 
Sukoluhle Ncube (freelance journalist): I go to the courts to look for stories ... so have made 
friends there such that they always update me on cases in the courts. 
Gibson Mhaka (journalist): …sometimes I go through the court record and can tell that this is 
a B-Metro story or my sources at the court… they even now know that this is a Chronicle story 
or B-Metro story ... mostly it’s the court clerk and magistrates sometimes they say I’ve got a 
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story for you…e.g. the Chihuri story the magistrate was amazed how I had wrote it before it 
had been heard in court cause the clerk caught highlighted that this was happening. 
 
This sourcing is attributable to the economies of scale guaranteed by the courts’ constant 
supply of credible and authoritative news. Added justification for the above is found in the 
tacit and collective espousal of a human rights ideology by B-metro journalists. Thus, the legal 
framing of child abuse coheres with a commitment to the observance of children’s rights.  
When asked about the angling of child abuse stories during a group discussion, the news 
editor supported by Danisa Masuku spontaneously responded:  
 
Lenin Ndebele (news editor): …from a legal perspective, cause it’s a violation of human rights, 
cultural or religious principles don’t matter. Cultures are different, but the law is the law.  
Danisa Masuku (journalist): Some see no wrong from cultural perspective. for example, I 
covered a story of a mother who married off her daughter at 13 because culturally she also 
married of at 13. They see nothing wrong; she has found someone to look after her, clothe 
her etc. It’s no longer the parents’ duty.  If you check the apostolic sects, they have their belief 
that they marry off teenage girls to well-up men within their circle. It’s a culture to them or 
let me say it’s a tradition that they follow or inherited from whoever and they are still pursuing 
it. But there are some who have been conscientized about the negative effects of this lifestyle. 
 
Question: so how do you handle the fact that some might reject the stories on cultural 
grounds? 
Lenin Ndebele (news editor), we emphasise that it’s a crime. 
 
Thus, the evidence points to a dialectical relationship between how journalistic convictions 
come to bear on sourcing habits and vice versa. Journalists’ legal convictions about child 
abuse predispose journalists to favour court sources and the legal evidence about the severity 
of child abuse reinforces those convictions. The foregoing inference finds added credence 
from the fact that the B-Metro’s sustained focus on child abuse was inspired by the legal 
debates spawned by the attorney general’s remarks that 12-year-old girls could consent to 
sex (see introductory chapter). Though the courts seem to be the dominant source of child 
abuse narratives, they are supplemented by non-judicial sources. Sourcing habits are also the 
result of journalistic agency and networking as demonstrated in this self-reflexive account by 




 You know at times we have workshops in rural areas like Binga, so there was a workshop on 
child abuse organized by the Basilizwi Trust, that organization deals with issues that affect the 
community. What happened they invited chiefs and the headmen, let me say the local 
leadership, then they converged at that place. So, the chief started to address issues that 
affect children, the issue of abuse was prominent at that meeting. Then that’s how we got 
that story…during that meeting I developed a relationship with some of the chiefs, so then 
they said there’s a story like this at a certain place. Cause the chief, is the one who convenes 
the meeting, is the one who sits at the traditional court to solve such matters like child abuse 
etc and a wide range of issues also… the chiefs most of them are financially challenged. What 
I do I send them money for airtime so that we can chat on WhatsApp or just to greet them 
and then they say ah mfana wangu I’ve got something like this so, so, so or on such and such 
a day I’ll be having a meeting with a family that is affected by so, so, so, maybe it’s some father 
who abuses children etc. 
 
The above accounts about sourcing routines are indicative of the nexus between the agenda 
setting role of journalists, public institutions and elite sources. The above evidence points to 
the dominance of the courts on the framing of the child abuse narrative in the B-Metro. A 
NVivo text search result statistically validates this deduction given that 43 of the 62 child 
abuse articles written between January 2016 and August 2018 were sourced from the courts. 
The balance of the stories are sourced from the police, social and cultural leaders as well as 
ordinary people. Danisa Masuku’s account points to a reliance on social and cultural elites in 
the form of a network of rural chiefs and customary courts that ensure a predictable and 
credible supply of child abuse stories. 
Sourcing, social capital and the politics of voice 
The evidence also points to the power dynamics that attend the sourcing strategies of B-
Metro journalists. The relationship between journalists and their sources is not immune to 
issues of “bias, power and influence” (Berkowitz, 2009: 102). Evidence in the above section 
betrays a bias towards legal sources and this bias can be attributed to the unwritten 
consensus about the legal orientation of child abuse stories among B-Metro journalists. This 
unwritten consensus derives from the fact that B-Metro journalists are an “interpretative 
community” (Zelizer 1993) and a “community of practice” (Wenger 2006: nd). As an 
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interpretative community the B-metro “represents a cultural location where meanings are 
constructed, shared and reconstructed” (Berkowitz, 2009: 106). As a community of practice 
this “shared repertoire of resources: experiences, tools, ways of addressing recurring 
problems” (Wenger 2006: nd ) translates to routinised organisational strategies. Thus, B-
Metro reporters “find themselves in a duality of meanings, from both their professional 
interpretative community and the interpretative community of their sources” (Berkowitz, 
2009: 106). Inevitably, B-Metro journalists and their predominantly legal sources wield more 
power in terms of the framing the child abuse discourse. It is against this backdrop that the 
child abuse narratives are dominated by the secondary institutional voice of the courts in 
contrast to the personal accounts of primary witnesses or victims. The foregoing is a function 
of social capital, where social networks translate to social advantage (Field 2008) and in the 
context of this study social capital manifests as the privileged access to journalists enjoyed by 
court sources and networks of chiefs and social leaders as illustrated by Danisa Masuku above.  
This privileged access to journalists means privilege to shape public discourse and opinion 
about child abuse. Consequently, there is a politics of voice that is inherent to the sourcing. 
Limited access to the media equates to limited power to contribute to and shape the public 
agenda (Reich, 2011:52). Increased media access translates to an accumulation of symbolic 
and ideological power. Thus, without pre-empting the textual analysis chapter of this study, 
it is plausible to assert that certain voices are missing or afforded limited visibility within the 
B-metro’s child abuse narrative by virtue of lacking the currency and authority of social 
capital. This illustrates the paradoxical and political nature of making judgements about 
source credibility. Sourcing has been posited as being either a “discretional” or “visceral” 
exercise (Reich, 2011:53). Adherents of the discretional view “consider recurring reliance on 
the same sources to be a hallmark of healthy credibility judgment, as only previous contacts 
have a track record of believability based on evidence” (ibid). On the other hand, those 
sympathetic to the visceralist view “perceive it as a bias in which familiar contacts also acquire 
an aura of credibility” (ibid). Though the B-Metro’s reliance on legal sources makes strategic 
sense, it is simultaneously a political exercise that privileges certain sources and foregrounds 
the institutionalised legal narrative about vulnerable children. This precludes the 
interrogation of the contextual and structural conditions that engender such abuse. Thus, the 
remedy to child abuse only becomes the prosecution of perpetrators without dismantling the 
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socio-economic and cultural arrangements that make such abuse possible. It is against this 
backdrop that the B-Metros’ sourcing strategies constitute a politics of voice, where the 
accessed voices are those who possess the currency of social capital. 
Sourcing, realism and journalistic reflexivity 
Tabloids generally suffer from a crisis of believability that usually manifests as questions about 
the seriousness and truthfulness of tabloid reportage (Wasserman 2010; Steenveld & Strelitz 
2010; Ornebring and Jonsson 2007). Interviews with the B-Metro practitioners reveal that the 
use of the courts, social institutions and social leaders as sources of news is also a strategy 
intended to enhance the realism of the child abuse stories. Realism in this instance is 
supposed to be guaranteed by the credibility and authority of the accessed voices as indicated 
below.  
Gibson Mhaka (journalist): we may include a picture of a chief who confirms an incident in his 
area and he complains why did you put my picture when the story doesn’t involve me, but his 
picture is there to confirm this happened in his area. Somebody called to say why do we 
include the picture of Inspector simango (police spokeswoman) and asked do we find her 
attractive, that’s not the case it’s to say this is real here is the source.  
 
Thus, from the above excerpt the use of photographic evidence is an exercise in attribution 
meant to secure the believability of the account. Mhaka’s revelation is demonstrative of how 
the representative status, institutional power and positions occupied by various sources are 
strategically deployed to dispel scepticism about the truth value of the tabloid’s 
representations of child abuse. This is necessitated by the “contested nature of news and the 
dynamics of belief formation in contemporary societies” (Waisbord, 2018:1869).  
As claims to unique, clearly identifiable truths are being challenged, the tendency of social, 
political and cultural thinkers to provide ‘grand narratives’ to make sense of society, politics 
and culture is abandoned… This relativist attack against meta-narratives also opens up the 
way one goes about collecting information and disseminating it (Debrix, 2003:153).   
 
The questioning of mediated truth is more pronounced for tabloids like the B-Metro than it is 
for the quality press. It is against this backdrop that B-Metro’s sourcing strategies perform the 
added function of enhancing the textual realism of its stories. The previous allusions to chiefs, 
courts and police as news sources illustrates the above.  Chiefs preside over customary courts 
whose execution of justice is dependent on eyewitness accounts and the provision of 
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irrefutable evidence. Similarly, police work carries the burden of proof and verification of facts 
about alleged criminal activity. Consequently, the B-metro’s “source affiliation” (Reich, 
2011:54) serves to overcome the “veracity gap” (Peters 2009) between incidents of child 
abuse and the textual mediation of that abuse and thus serves to secure the realism of the 
mediated account. The following revelation from the editor lends credence to the above 
inference. 
Tumeliso Makhurane (editor) …in the event, we cover a story of abuse and the victim has not 
reported we encourage them to report to the police, but I don’t know if that is helping them 
or ourselves so that our story is authenticated. 
 
Thus, the recognition by B-metro journalists of the need to ‘authenticate’, ‘to confirm this 
happened’ and to prove ‘this is real, here is the source’ demonstrates that sourcing is 
instrumental to the achievement of tabloid realism.  
Gatekeeping 
Mediated discourse is a filtered discourse that is subject to “forces that constrain or enable 
the movement of information through news production channels” (Ferrucci & Tandoc 
2017:104).  Discourse passes through metaphoric gates which are decision points where 
practitioners identify what is to be included or excluded (ibid). Gatekeeping is the product of 
institutional structure and the individual agency of media practitioners exercised within 
institutional structures (Manning 1950; Shoemaker 2001). Interviews with B-Metro staff 
confirm the duality of structure and agency as far as gatekeeping is concerned. 
 Gibson Mhaka (journalist) as a journalist im the first gatekeeper, if I focus on the rape only it 
won’t be lead story but if I focus on how and with what they are enticed its more interesting.  
 
Yet for the same journalist organisational structure and extra media forces act as a constraint 
on his agency. 
 I once was told by my editor to tone down my language after he got a call from presidential 
spokesperson Charamba after I wrote about a former Zanu-Pf provincial chairman who 
sodomised a boy after giving him sweets and I said he spooned the boy instead of sodomised. 
 
It is evident from the above that the political economic context has a bearing on the exercise 
of journalists’ agency in addition to the organisational dynamics.  
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The B-Metro is part of the Zimpapers group in which the Zanu-Pf led government is the 
majority shareholder (see Chapter 1).  The above incident illustrates government interest in 
material that has the potential of undermining its political hegemony. It is logical to infer that 
the story was not wholly censored because the narrative was consistent with the homophobic 
stance of the incumbent president, Robert Gabriel Mugabe. Zimbabwean media discourse 
about sexuality is circumscribed by a political and cultural discourse that celebrates 
heteronormativity and condemns anything contrary as sexually deviant. Though the B-Metro 
does not cover party politics per se, the polarized political environment (where state media 
are pro government and private media are generally sympathetic to opposition politics) acts 
as an implicit structure that limits journalists’ agency as illustrated by Gibson Mhaka  above 
(see Santos & Ndlovu, 2015:148). This illustrates how “extra media influences” (Shoemaker & 
Reese 1996:165) shape media content and how professionalism can function ideologically 
where “professionalism must be consistent with the prevailing power structure” (Reese 
2007:36).   
At an organisational level, market imperatives inform much of the editorial gatekeeping. The 
following accounts about the revised editorial stance about sexual abuse stories illustrate the 
above point. 
Nhlalwenhle Ncube:  you need to realise that most of the` time we run away from the word 
rape in our headlines. People are no longer interested in rape stories they just take it it’s just 
one of those stories. We don’t report every rape story it has to be exclusive in some way. You 
know rape is now a common thing, it happens every day. So now that's why we look for those 
exceptional stories and even in our reporting we just try to make it a little bit interesting when 
you’re reading it. You can even check in our diaries, you can’t diarise a rape story, except if its 
exclusive cause they’ll ask you what’s different about that rape, what's unique what makes it 
stand out. 
 
Danisa Masuku (journalist): there’s a certain police officer, it’s a story that I wrote this week 
but didn’t come out maybe it will come out next week. He was caught red handed with a 13-
year-old kid, he had to bolt out of the house just imagine. Lucky enough the parents reported 
that officer to the officer in charge, leading to the arrest of that police officer. 
 
It is evident from the above that perceived consumer fatigue about sexual abuse motivates 
the editorial rejection of rape stories as exemplified by the above narratives. Thus, the 




Gendered journalistic culture  
Critical feminist scholarship has advanced the view that journalism is a gendered practice 
(Allan 1998; Steiner 2005; Shoemaker and Reese 1996; van Zoonen 1998) and was historically 
considered to be a “male enclave” (Chambers & Steiner, 2010: 54).   Within this view the 
newsroom is pervaded by an “androcentric… macho culture” (Allan 1998:136), where “access, 
culture and decision making within newsrooms continue to emphasise male centered norms” 
Jenkins & Finneman 2017:166).  The structuring effects of gender have been the subject of 
debate within the sociology of journalism research agenda (Steiner 2005: 42) .The debate has 
revolved around questions of whether “female and male apprehension of reality are 
derivative of sexual difference” (Allan, 1998: 123), increased representation of women in the 
newsroom will result in the “ ‘feminisation’ of  the news agenda” (Holland, 1998:19) 
consistent with “a politics of intervention, that is, a desire to disrupt the familiar assumptions 
characteristic of conventional thinking about these issues” (Carter  et al, 1998:3). As indicated 
earlier the B Metro has 5 permanent staff, 4 males and one female. Her responses 
corroborate the view that the apprehension and framing of child abuse is indeed gendered 
and that gender influences newsroom practices and culture.  
 
Nhlalwenhle Ncube (journalist): I’m a woman there are some stories especially these ones 
which involve young girls who are being sexually abused, you will find that you get emotional, 
understand it better than just a man who can also happen to be in a relationship with a girl of 
that age. But I'm writing as a mother, as a sister.  When you're writing it will be plain even the 
angle you don't struggle to get it, it's easy for you to pick the exclusive part of it… talking about 
men especially, journalism is a male dominated field, they will tell you what’s so unique this 
girl was proposed to and she accepted the proposal. They don’t look at other factors which 
might have influenced this girl, was she really interested, or it was because she wanted money 
for books or she wanted money for pads, they don’t consider all those things. But as a woman 
you think of all those factors, you’re a woman you know these men are so cunning. They can 
do anything, what more with these young girls? they just take her out for lunch maybe for 
chips…maybe give her $1 000,  she will just eat those chips, it’s over. The following day she 
will wake up with nothing to eat, but her future is spoilt know she’s HIV positive and that will 
affect her for the rest of her life. 
 
The declarative speech “I’m a woman” serves to signify the gender position of Nhlalwenhle 
Ncube and foregrounds that her journalistic activity cannot be fully comprehended without 
acknowledging gender as both identity and social structure. Journalists’ cultural identity is 
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seldom acknowledged within the dominant journalistic paradigm. Yet in practice the 
“traditional paradigm-of objectivity and neutrality- is challenged and confronted by the 
journalist’s patriotic sentiment, ethnic and cultural belonging” (Zandberg & Neiger, 
2005:131). Though not exclusive to Africa, African media scholar Nyamnjoh (2009:2) has 
made the case that the conflict “between professional ethics and cultural belonging” is more 
pronounced in African contexts where cultural solidarity still holds sway. Thus, in addition to 
cultural solidarity, Nhlalwenhle Ncube’s (journalist) assertion of her womanhood is an 
expression of solidarity with the female gender.  The reference to writing as a mother and a 
sister speaks to how the feminine self understands and experiences familial relationships 
differently from masculine selves. This difference is also signposted by the assertion that as a 
female journalist she “understands it (the abuse of girls) better than a man (elaboration 
mine)”.  It’s evident from the foregoing that Nhlalwenhle Ncube  gender identity informs her 
practice of journalism and that the feminine solidarity that derives from it, demands that she 
becomes “its representative…its weapon in the battle for images and soundbites” (Zandberg 
& Neiger, 2005:131). Such posturing is at variance with  the traditional paradigm’s insistence 
that  “in its very essence news is professional and non-gender specific- or to put it bluntly: 
‘new is news and it doesn’t involve gender’ ” (Lavie & Wilzig, 2003: 8; see also Carter et al, 
1998:4) . Moreover, her insistence that a feminine worldview yields a different editorial 
product than would a masculine worldview has not gone uncontested within the literature.  
Those opposed contend that it advances an essentialist conception of gender that emphasises 
“an existing universal female perspective” (Lavie & Wilzig, 20039:9) that does not 
acknowledge the existence of “multiple femininities” (Schippers, 2007:85). Though the 
determining effect of gender on news production is contested, the wholesale dismissal of 
gender is untenable given the impossibility of a “view from nowhere” (Rosen 2010 online). 
Nhlalwenhle Ncube case illustrates Nyamnjoh’s (2009:6) observation that:  
 
The predicament of media practitioners in such a situation is obvious: to be of real service to 
liberal democracy, they must ignore alternative ideas of personhood and agency in the 
cultural communities of which they are part. Similarly, attending to the interests of particular 





Consequently, the effect of gender on the news product cannot be established a priori but 
can only be established by empirical investigation. Within the situational context of the B-
Metro the enactment of gendered agency is subject to organisational factors. The following 
narrative is demonstrative of the dialectic between structure and agency.  
 
Nhlalwenhle (journalist) if we had female editors these stories would be treated in a different 
manner you were going to find them in the banners, so that they’ll be screaming at them but 
just because they are men, they take these issues lightly. At least if there were more women 
in this field things were going to change but as long as it’s a male dominated field, they’ll say 
ah it’s rape, it always happens. The question that often comes is what was the girl wearing 
(exclaims). But are we talking about what the girl was wearing or what the man did? 
  
Nhlalwenhle Ncube’s plea for more female editors indicates that media management is still 
androcentric and problematizes the assumption that having more women in media will 
instigate a shift in the news agenda (Lavie & Wilzig, 2003:6). Thus, a quantitative change in 
gender statistics does not necessarily equate to a qualitative change of the news product. The 
latter requires structural adjustments that would reconfigure the masculinized power 
arrangements of media management. Thus, it can be inferred that more women in media 
must be complemented by more women in positions of power in media. Thus, the debate 
about gender and news production must be connected to issues of power as news is shaped 
by “systemic constraints… beyond the worldview of the people directly involved” (Lavie & 
Wilzig, 2003:9; also see Canter et.al 1998).  
Gendered journalistic perceptions of sexual abuse 
The sexual abuse discourse of B-Metro journalists betrays an essentialist conception of child 
abuse as a masculine immorality. The following excerpt in which Danisa Masuku (journalist) 
motivates the function of the child abuse stories demonstrates the above. 
… to create awareness, so they stay well informed about what is happening and take care of 
their children. So that they know my child is not supposed to be left with such kind of a person 
maybe an uncle, grandfather or someone that they don’t trust, they should inform the child 







Furthermore, Nhlalwenhle Ncube (journalist) concurs that the purpose is: 
just to keep people updated at least people should know that such and such a man, that this 
malayitsha infected a teenage girl, what happened at the end, what was his sentence, what 
happened to that girl.  
 
It is revealing that regardless of their sex both journalists primarily cast perpetrators of sexual 
abuse as being exclusively male. For Danisa Masuku (journalist) the “kind of a person” who is 
the sexual molester is assumed to be male as evidenced by the use of masculine nouns and 
pronouns “uncle, grandfather...him”. Similarly, Nhlalwenhle Ncube’s (journalist) language 
demonstrates the gender essentialism where the abuser is “such and such a man” and the 
abuse happens to girls. Such a conception of sexual abuse is attributable to the culturally 
derived “gendered script” (McDonald, 2001:115) about sexual violence. Such gendered 
perceptions make it impossible to contemplate the abuse of boys by men and women. Thus, 
the child abuse narratives in the B-Metro are biased in terms of the gender of the perpetrator. 
The foregoing reticence extends to the media discourse universe in general as well as 
academia. The feminist inspired commonsensical view is “wary of engaging with the ways in 
which these other forms of abuse complicate a simple patriarchal model of power” (ibid). The 
previously cited story of a Zanu PF member of parliament who sodomised a boy and paid him 
with sweets problematizes the gendered perception of child abuse.  The following example 
of a diary meeting where the phenomena of sex dolls was discussed demonstrates the 
editorial power of blacking out certain phenomena because they deviate from the cultural 
script. The same logic informs the underrepresentation of the sexual abuse of boys because 
it deviates from the gendered cultural scripts about sexual activity vis-a-vis femininity and 
masculinity. 
Tumeliso Makhurane (editor): I just want to use this as an illustration I was impressed last 
week maybe it comes with age, my news editor young as he is has got two kids. Someone 
presents a diary item, we've had these stories that we are running about sex dolls, someone 
comes with that item that something is happening in Kenya, it’s a new development those 
who are buying sex dolls, customers are asking specifically for child sex dolls. So, before I even 
said anything the news editor said no, we can't do that lets not to give people those ideas.   I 
felt I think we're getting somewhere. Off course it may be happening, it may be new, some 
may actually have those child sex dolls in the country, these things are smuggled. But the 




The above example illustrates the ideological role of media as an agender setter. The 
existence of a market for child sex dolls was ignored on grounds of moral policing and cultural 
appropriateness. Implicit in the above ban is the powerful media effects belief that publishing 
the story would encourage paedophilia which would be a transgression of the cultural and 
moral script. However, the unintended consequence of the above is to bolster the impression 
that paedophilia is not a Zimbabwean but a foreign reality. This is analogous to the blackout 
about the sexual abuse of boys in the media informed by a gendered conception of sexual 
abuse. In this instance the discursive reality differs from the empirical reality because it is 
inflected by a gendered cultural script. Read from a critical realist perspective, there is a 
disconnect between the “domain of the empirical” and “the domain of the actual” (see 
methodology chapter).  Such perceptions need not be downplayed as they have a bearing on 
whether leads about stories of abuse of boys (by males or females) are followed, get 
published and how often they are published. Thus, the dominant culturally inscribed 
perceptions of child sexual abuse as being a “male prerogative” (Beckett, 1996:64), where 
“sex is something men do to women” (McKeever, 2018:np, emphasis original) denies the 
sexual agency and complicity of women in perpetrating sexual abuse of children (Leach & 
Humphreys 2007:54). “The conflation of ‘women’ with ‘gender’ is symptomatic of the 
common narrow understanding of gender violence as primarily violence by males against 
females” (ibid:53, emphasis original) and is responsible for the invisibility of the female 
paedophile in public and media discourses (see Kramer & Bowman, 2011). Such a finding has 
to be related to the global and gendered legal discourse whose “penis-centric view of sex” 
(McKeever, 2018:np) is responsible for the differentiated characterization and prosecution of 
male and female sexual crimes. Within this view, it is impossible for a woman to rape a man 
or boy. This is further compounded by the hegemonic position of the rights of the girl child 
discourse in comparison to the rights of the boy child which are taken to be guaranteed by 






Between a journalistic ethic of care and institutionalised compassion fatigue 
 Interview data confirms that the coverage of child abuse by the B-Metro is motivated by an 
ethic of care for suffering and vulnerable children.  
 
Tumeliso Makhurane (editor): if you report that someone has been raped someone has 
been sodomized more like parachute sort of journalism. You're not following the story right 
through, it really doesn't show that you are you are human, doesn't show that you care. It 
simply shows someone whose hawkishly looking for a story, they pick this story they are gone. 
But if you really say you really want to identify with those that have been affected, use your 
journalism to try and assist in their situation…we are showing people that it wasn't just a story,  
to sell the paper for that week. 
 
Nhlalwenhle Ncube (journalist): Most of the time I’m touched by these stories of these men 
who just infect these innocent girls (with HIV & AIDS). Such stories take away your peace for 
some time and you just wish you could do something to help these girls. That’s why im saying 
every time I see such a story; I just have to write it. I'll try by all means to get an angle which 
will be interesting for the editor so that it will make it to the top of the page… most of the 
times I write such a story, I usually do a follow up on my own and just have some time to talk 
with the girl, getting to understand and counsel her. 
 
The foregoing accounts are consistent with the emergent ethic of care where concern for 
suffering others becomes on one of the moral responsibilities and normative imperatives of 
journalism (see Pech & Leibel 2006:142). This is because “mediated appearance provides a 
framework for the definition and conduct of our relationships to the other, and especially the 
distant other the other who only appears to us in the media” (Silverstone, 2002:762). It goes 
without saying that if journalism is to engender an ethic of care among its publics, an ethic of 
care should be part of a journalist’s habitus (Bourdieu 1980).   Tumeliso Makhurane (editor)’s 
lamentation of parachute journalism which is devoid of care implicitly invokes its binary 
opposite, a journalism informed by a care ethic. It demonstrates the aspiration for a 
journalism whose practitioners recognize that they are part of the human community and 
consequently use their journalism to assist other members of the human community. A 
journalism whose obligation transcends the commercial imperative of “just selling the paper” 
and recognizes the moral imperative of recognizing the need to cultivate communal care for 
suffering others. Nhlalwenhle Ncube (journalist)’s emotive language of being “touched by 
these stories” which “take away your peace for some time” signify an ethic of care because 
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journalism that does moral work is an emotionally invested journalism. This is consistent with 
the call within the literature that “journalists ought to be vigilant about making implicit values 
explicit, and to actively endorse a specific substantive value, such as care, to serve as 
normative goal” (Pech & Leibel 2006:149). In the above excerpt Nhlalwenhle Ncube explicitly 
endorses the normative and moral value of highlighting the abuse of girls as well as the 
adverse consequences of abuse. Her care ethic is very much gendered and thus infuses how 
she selects her stories, sources and frames the stories and actively intervenes to mitigate the 
traumatic effects of sexual abuse (Steiner & Okcrusch, 2006:115). Her emotive investment 
and conviction  about the abuse of girls, deviates from the hegemonic objectivity norm of 
journalism but  resonates with the emergent and marginal pleas for a  journalism that is 
motivated by an ethic of care (see earlier discussion) . Such a journalism    “regards morality 
as existing not in a series of universal rules or principles that can guide action but in the 
practices of care through which we fulfil our responsibilities to particular others” (Robinson, 
2011: 4). However, institutionalized compassion fatigue about child abuse stories 
compromises the successful enactment of a care ethic. The fatigue is attributable to 
commercial imperatives and journalists’ personal dispositions. The following responses about 
the motivations behind the B-Metro’s sustained coverage of child abuse stories reveal tension 
between normative and commercial obligations: 
 
Lenin Ndebele (news editor): Obviously to sell the paper, because we are there to sell the 
paper. 
Tumeliso Makhurane (editor): To inform, hold a mirror up to society that this is what is 
happening. 
Question: How do you balance the two, selling and informing? 
Lenin Ndebele (news editor): If they don’t buy the paper, they don’t get the message, its self-
defeating. So, we use language, and content that will sell the paper. Sex sells.  
 
Given the expressed precedence of commercial imperatives, the ethic of care becomes a 
secondary concern and the suffering of children is reduced to a commodified spectacle. Lenin 
Ndebele (news editor)’s insistence that ‘sex sells’, gives further credence to the notion that 
sexual abuse occupies a paradigmatic position in the child abuse discourse universe.   
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Furthermore, stories about child abuse need to possess an idiosyncratic quality in order to 
guarantee publication.  
Nhlalwenhle Ncube (journalist): you need to realise that most of the` time we run away from 
that word rape in our headlines. People are no longer interested in rape stories they just take 
it as just one of those stories. We don’t report every rape story it has to be exclusive in some 
way. you know rape, rape is now a common thing it happens every day. So now that's why we 
look for those exceptional stories and even in our reporting we just try to make it a little bit 
interesting when you’re reading it… you can even check in our diaries, you can’t diarise a rape 
story, except if its exclusive cause they’ll ask you what’s different about that rape, what's 
unique what makes it exclusive. 
Danisa Masuku’s example of an unpublished story confirms Nhlalwenhle Ncube’s sentiments about 
the reality of compassion fatigue regarding the sexual abuse of children.   
 
Danisa Masuku…there’s a story that I wrote this week but didn’t come out maybe it will come 
out next week. a certain police officer was caught red handed with a 13-year-old kid, he had 
to bolt out of the house just imagine. Lucky enough those parents reported that officer to the 
officer in charge, leading to the arrest of that police officer.   
 
Journalists’ personal compassion fatigue 
In addition to institutional and market constraints, B-Metro journalists responses exhibited 
personally derived fatigue about child abuse. Some respondents attributed their emotional 
indifference to the numbing effect of continued exposure to child abuse narratives.  
 Lenin Ndebele (news editor) … not really, it’s like porn once you’ve seen one, you’ve seen 
them all. 
 Gibson Mhaka (journalist) … as journalists we have this saying that ‘we shouldn’t cry over 
dead bodies’ and we are not there to judge we present facts, we are not judges, the jury or 
prosecutors. 
 
Another respondent foregrounded that the reaction was situational rather than an a priori 
and permanent disposition.  
 
Danisa Masuku (journalist): More often than not, it depends with situations. At times you 
don’t mind about the victim (laughs) what you care is that it makes it to the paper. This 
profession kills our emotions at times.  When you see a burning building and hear there are 
people inside, the first question you ask is how many people inside and how many are have 
died. If they say 20 you jump. Even if there’s an accident and there’s no death that’s not a 
good story…that’s why at times when I go to funerals, I don’t feel that pain, I don’t know why. 
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I’ve had many journalists saying the same thing... you’ll be knowing that you are at a funeral 
but due to the fact  that you are used to death, death, death, it tends not to affect you. 
 
He further illustrated the numbing by referencing a story which he wrote about a dumped 
foetus in Pumula.  
 
Question: When you saw the picture of this bloodied foetus, emotionally nothing registered 
in you (interjects) 
Danisa Masuku (journalist): Ah nothing, nothing, nothing affected me. I was mainly concerned 
about making sure that the story will make it to the paper. That’s why you’ll see a journalist 
when he goes to a terrible incident he won’t cry but he’ll just be moving around just 
interviewing how many have died etc, etc because what is at the back of his mind is that the 
editor wants a story and I’m here for a story and I have to get it no matter what.  
 
Gibson Mhaka’s idiomatic reference that “journalists shouldn’t cry over dead bodies” read 
together with Danisa Masuku’s assertion that “this profession kills our emotions at times”, 
illustrate the conventional view of journalism as an emotionally detached practice informed 
by the ideal of non-partisanship (Pech & Leibel 2006:149; Steiner & Okcrusch, 2006:102).  The 
lamentation that journalism kills emotions can be interpreted to mean that journalists’ 
begrudgingly must ignore the fact that they are “socially produced beings” who cannot always 
emotionally, culturally, politically and economically distance themselves from the realities 
they write about. Thus, journalism as a structured practice exerts a form of emotive violence 
on its practitioners. In contrast to the objectivity norm, an ethic of care “values emotion than 
rejects it… appreciates the emotions and relational capabilities that enable morally concerned 
persons in actual interpersonal contexts to understand what would be best” (Held, 206:10-
11). An ethic of care demands an empathetic journalism. Some of the journalists exhibited 
sensitivity to the need for empathy in the practice of journalism.  
 
Tumeliso Makhurane (editor):  at times even though you may be the writer, there are times 
you need to pause and put yourself in the shoes of the person you are writing about. This is 
someone who probably has been abused and stuff like that and their story is out there, at 
times it's great sacrifice on their dignity…I sometimes emphasize this to the reporters saying 
we may write statistics, you know, it's very easy to write statistics when you're writing about 
HIV/AIDS so many people have died so many people or whatever but remember  behind those  




Thus, the evidence renders hypothetical pronouncements about compassion fatigue within 
the literature empirically suspect and simultaneously problematises the opposing view that 
uncritically valorises the mediations of suffering in the contemporary era (see Chouliaraki 
2006; Scott 2014; Moeller 1999; Cottle 2009). The empirical reality points to an ambivalent 
and situational vacillation between indifference to children at risk and active emotional and 
moral concern about the same. Thus, it is logical to conclude that “the potential of mediation 
to cultivate a cosmopolitan sensibility is neither de facto possible nor a priori impossible – it 
has its own historical and social conditions of possibility” (Chouliaraki 2006:18-19).  
The ethic of voice  
An ethic of care consists in giving voice to the injured and speaking out against injustices 
perpetrated against other members of the human community. Thus, an ethic of voice is 
indispensable to an ethic of care.  An ethic of voice enables the mediated witnessing of child 
abuse by the broader society. Journalists responses point to the necessity of speaking out and 
speaking against the abuse of children, namely “why voice matters" (Couldry 2010:1-4) .  
 
 Tumeliso Makhurane (editor): the whole idea is to be responsible for shaping the kind of 
society you want. If you want to leave in a society free from a, b, c then it means your voice 
can help create that kind of society.  If you want to be a society that looks the other way and 
pretends certain things are not happening when they are happening. If you bury the problem 
in the sand the problem won’t go way. If fathers are abusing their kids and you fear 
embarrassing the extended family and  you’d rather hush hush.  In the long run, your society 
becomes a breeding ground for abuse. I think that’s the issue of speaking out. Our concern is 
that we raise issues and proffers ideas where we can and challenge society to do what is 
morally right and what is legal…The issue is it's not necessarily the abused who should speak 
out. At times we've heard neighbours saying my neighbours are abusing their kid maybe the 
child is being tied up. In that instance you go there because you've been alerted by someone 
who cares. But someone might say that's none of your business, but it is your business. Who 
knows maybe after they kill their own kid they'll be coming after yours. 
 
Journalists also displayed sensitivity to the fact that an ethic of voice (speaking out against 
abuse) tends to flourish in high density areas, owing to a more communitarian way of life and 




The following quotes indicate that the more social a community is the greater its sense of 
awareness of events in its locale and its commitment to speak out against socially harmful 
behaviour. 
 
Tumeliso Makhurane (editor), I think the reason is whistleblowing is more prevalent in high 
density areas, take the issue of a man who was murdering people and burying them in his 
backyard, Jindu. Do you think he could have buried corpses and people not notice or say 
anything if he was in the locations? It might be happening in the low density, but high walls 
isolate they are not very social. 
Nhlalwenhle…. Low density areas it (abuse) happens but they can get away with it because 
you can stay some days and some weeks without even seeing your neighbour unlike that side 
(high density areas). Even if you have got durawall or fences people are watching each and 
every step you’re are taking, and they've got all the time to be watching you and investigating 
you but in low density areas people are busy with their businesses (laughs). 
 
Furthermore, the case of an underage girl who was allegedly impregnated by the director of 
a children’s home where she was staying illustrates how the collective voice of villagers 
prevailed over the indifference by the police to investigate the alleged abuse.  
Nhlalwenhle Ncube (journalist)… yes that was a tip off. especially the villagers they just told 
us cause they'd reported to the police, but you know with police at times they just sweep the 
matters under the carpet. But they got worried that this was now a tendency, this girl was not 
the first person to be impregnated. I think it was the second or third time. They realised that 
the police were not taking any action and the grandfather of the child it seems l wanted the 
matter to be settled out of court. The paternal grandfather was negotiating for cash, but the 
maternal grandfather didn’t like that idea…at least we talked with him and he opened up 
about the issue.  He was one of the people who worked with community leaders to report the 
matter to police and they tried to push but nothing was coming up. So, after getting a tip off 
we went to his home stead and he narrated everything, gave us contacts for the paternal 
grandfather who didn’t want to comment. Most of the time in such a case if you are really 
worried about maybe your grandchild and everything you have to speak out but the minute 
you refuse to talk it shows that there is something that you’re hiding. 
 
Conceived from an ethics of care perspective, such a reality points to the need for a journalism 
that would facilitate a culture of speaking out against abuse in the low-density areas. “When 
this impulse to care about the other does not arise naturally, a second order impulse should 
be heeded: the desire to create an ethical self. It is here that social institutions enter. It is their 
obligation, through their practices, to facilitate caring-for relations in their audiences or 
participants” (Pech & Leibel 2006:145). 
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Tabloid framing and its implications for the creation of proper distance 
 
As indicated above, it is the job of the media to cultivate an ethic of care about suffering 
others. The success of cultivating the disposition to care depends on how the situation of the 
other is presented in the media (see Silverstone 1991:141; 2004:3; Chouliaraki 2006:1). B-
Metro staff demonstrated reflexive awareness about how tabloid framing of child abuse 
impacts the reception of the child abuse narrative.  
Gibson Mhaka (journalist) : For example, as a tabloid rather than say raped, I would say 
sexually sampled, ravished etc because rape is too sober or dry as a tabloid we focus on the 
human interest angle…for example when reading I can tell this sentence will stand out…I once 
was told by my editor to tone down my language after he got a call from presidential 
spokesperson Charamba after I wrote about a former Zanu-Pf provincial chairman who 
sodomised a boy after giving him sweets and I said he spooned the boy instead of sodomised. 
sometimes we get calls from sources saying that’s not what I said, they don’t understand that 
it’s the same thing, but the language is different. Sometimes the editor asks me to dramatize 
a story written by attachees, facts are the same but the way we present them. 
Tumeliso Makhurane (editor): some would say they don’t want their kids to read the B-Metro 
for cultural reasons but then I ask e.g. like I asked some parents in Cowdry park do you know 
what’s on your kids phone and internet, it’s worse and these things happened we are only 
writing what has happened. Some would commend our child abuse stories but then say your 
cover page doesn’t reflect what’s inside. But what can we do, the paper must sell. 
 
Such evidence points to the fact that the B-Metro’s sensationalism, sexism and penchant for 
the titillating detracts from efforts to cultivate concern about child abuse. Focus group 
responses also corroborated the above where respondents cited the example of the B-Metro 
babe and sexualised content as trivialising more serious content like child abuse stories. Some 
respondents were of the view that it has the unintended consequence of creating reader 
apathy. From such a perspective tabloid style amplifies rather than bridges the distance 
between readers and abused children and is not always successful in promoting an ethic of 
care.  Thus the “the notion of proper distance as a tool to measure and to repair our failures 
in our communication with the other and in our reporting of the world, in such a way as our 





Interviewed journalists posited a strong correlation between socio economic 
status and vulnerability to abuse. The responses exhibit a consensual 
acknowledgement that children living in poverty are more at risk of abuse than 
children from affluent backgrounds. The following account reveals that the rural 
environment is inherently conducive for the abuse of girls. 
 
Danisa Masuku (journalist) I’m very much concerned about those children based in rural areas. 
They walk for almost 10km to school, just imagine the risk that they are exposed to, a teenage 
girl,  in form 2. Even walking long distances, I believe it’s abuse, walking 20km to and from 
school and it’s a girl child just imagine. She is very much exposed to abuse can be raped and 
killed and infected with HIV and be given money for transport. The guy will say I’ll give you 
$10 for transport. Just imagine a kid who is staying with her grandparents, doesn’t have 
money for fees but is eager to learn, then there’s someone who says  I will pay fees for you. 
Those guys are dangerous and turn that kid into a wife or into a sex object. The guy will say 
since you know I’m assisting you with fees you have to sleep with me. These kids are very 
much exposed to such abuse, even their teachers are the abusers. there’s another story that 
I wrote… it happened in Mathabiswana primary school near Umguza. There was this teacher 
who was in love with two grade 7 children (in primary school and between 12-13 years), he 
would give these girls money for breakfast to buy anything during break and buy things for 
them in town. Even in class he wasn’t beating them and the matter was not being reported. 
So those teachers who are supposed to be guardians become abusers…let me add something. 
community members there (rural areas) are not knowledgeable on the issues of abuse. That’s 
why you see a 13-year-old child in rural areas getting married. To them it’s not something 
strange like in urban areas, its normal. They’ll say so and so failed grade 7 last year and is now 
married, maybe at 14  years, just imagine!  
 
Nhlalwenhle Ncube a female journalist gave a gendered view of class vis a vis sexual abuse of 
girls: 
… they will tell you what’s so unique this girl was proposed she accepted the proposal they 
don’t look at other factors which might have influenced this girl. Was she really interested, or 
it was because she wanted money for books or she wanted money for pads? They don’t 
consider all those things. But as a woman you think of all those factors, you’re a woman you 
know these men are so cunning. They can do anything, what more with these young girls? Just 
taking her out for lunch maybe for chips… maybe you give her $1,000 forgetting that she 
would just eat those chips, it’s over. The following day she will wake up with nothing to eat. 




Thus, the evidence validates the injunction that we shouldn’t “underplay the differentiated 
threats to children’s welfare from variations in sociocultural positions” (McDonald, 
2003:109).  
 
Religious and cultural immoralities 
 Journalists’ responses reveal a shared conviction that some religious and cultural practices 
negate efforts to eradicate child abuse.  
Danisa Masuku (journalist)…. for example, I covered a story of a mother who married of her 
daughter at 13 because culturally she also married of at 13. They see nothing wrong she has 
found someone to look after her clothe her etc it’s no longer the parents duty. Also covered 
a story of a prophet who impregnated two teens and made them his wives, he later died. …he 
was HIV positive, he infected them with HIV. These two kids ran away from their parents, they 
were homeless then he took advantage of their situation. He slept with them used them as 
sex objects for his selfish ends… then after that he died, these kids were taken by another 
member of the church, now they are being sexually abused wherever they are. One maybe 
has given birth, maybe the child is HIV positive. Not all men of God not are honest in their 
preaching of the gospel because mind you there are some that come in sheep’s clothing but 
they are wolves to deceive people. This story highlights that there are people who are 
Christians or some pastors who are fond of deceiving people in the name of God…the apostolic 
sects have this belief, they marry off girls to well up men within their circle. It’s a culture to 
them or let me say it’s a tradition that they follow... but there are some who have been 
conscientized about the negative effects of this lifestyle. 
 
Tumeliso Makhurane (editor)…. the veil of secrecy like the Sda pastor the way it was handled 
because it put the church in a bad light. You think when your wife and children they’ve gone 
to church they’ve gone to a safe place. And this culture of instilling fear in congregants like 
this guy who later died. This guy seems to have unlimited power on whoever is a follower. 
You’ll never fully understand until you get into a sect of how people will behave. Because 
people will be willing to put their lives on the line, they’ll never agree that their man of god 
did this. 
 
Makhurane’s metaphoric reference to the “veil of secrecy” speaks to culturally and religiously 
inspired motivations for the non-disclosure and acknowledgement of child abuse within 
communities. This view finds corroboration in the literature on child asexual abuse and 
illustrates the reality of “collective denial” (Zalcberg, 2017:602) and “deference to authority” 
(Katzenstein & Fontes 2017:761) that characterises most religious establishments. Moreover, 
the fear of bringing the group into disrepute promotes a culture of institutionalised silence 
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and inaction about child abuse as illustrated by the Catholic child abuse scandal (ibid). Thus, 
there is moral impetus for the B-Metro journalists’ condemnation of the exploitative abuse of 
religion.  
The uncritical reproduction of cultural practices also promotes child abuse. Danisa Masuku 
(journalist)’s example of child marriage demonstrates how an abusive practice is justified 
using the logic of cultural precedence. This performativity of cultural practices sustains 
abusive practices through their reiteration resulting in an intergenerational cycle of abuse 
(see Jenkins & Finneman 2018). In the case of apostolic sects, child marriage is normalised 
and reified as being beyond challenge and essential to the proper expression of the religious 
identity of the group. Members thus indulge in the practice spurred on by the desire for group 
belonging. Within such a context, journalists are torn between objectivity and cultural 
belonging and have to write about abusive practices which are the product of their culture. 
Here journalists are subject to the conflicting pulls of civic and cultural citizenship (Nyamnjoh, 
2009:8). Considered from the objectivity paradigm perspective Danisa Masuku (journalist)’s 
cultural sympathies would compromise his neutrality in covering the facts of the abuse.  The 
insistence on objectivity has been faulted for being premised on a “rationally untenable fact- 
value dichotomy that skilfully establishes a false dualism between facts and values, as if they 
could be really isolated from each other, thereby ignoring that they are intermingled in 
reality” (Munoz-Torrez, 2012:571). Though Danisa Masuku is situated within the culture 
whose ideologies and practices engender the child abuse he writes about; he exhibits critical 
self-reflexivity by critiquing such practices.   This is evident in his objection to the fact that the 
mother sees nothing amiss about giving her 13 year old in marriage based on the fact that she 
was also married off at 13. B-Metro narratives about child abuse perform the surveillance 
function of exposing child abuse as well as the transformative role of disrupting the religious 
and cultural discourses that engender child abuse. The cultural belonging of B-Metro 
journalists, rather than being inimical to their journalistic work, enhances journalists 
performance. The cultural insider status of journalists enables them to actively seek out child 
abuse stories which would otherwise have been excused using cultural conservative 





ln addition to the normative, moral and commercial motivations that inform the B-Metro’s 
coverage of child abuse, journalists cited the quest for social esteem and recognition as 
contributing to their focus on child abuse.  For some the successful publishing of a story is 
sufficient reward as it confirms their journalistic competence. 
 
Danisa Masuku (journalist) you know as journalists we’ve developed a symbiotic relationship 
with our sources. So, if my source gave me a good story but it didn’t make it to the paper, I 
feel embarrassed when I meet the source. The source will ask you what happened to that 
story, then you fail to give a satisfactory answer, you see know…if you’re my source you then 
you tend to doubt my capabilities… maybe this guy didn’t write the story well, maybe the guy 
was slow etc. 
 
In the context of journalists’ source relations, the reputation of a journalist functions as a 
social currency that guarantees future supply of information and leads (Reese & Shoemaker 
1996). Furthermore, the desire to win professional awards provides added impetus to cover 
child abuse. 
 
Gibson Mhaka (journalist) …It’s also about awards for example the national journalism and 
media awards have got 3 categories which deal with children’s issues and most journalist 
know if you write about child abuse you are most likely to win but even if you don’t win if your 
story is turned into a feature that’s a success. 
 
Thus, aspirations about creating positive social perceptions about journalistic ability and the 
winning of journalism awards points to the determining influence of the need for professional 
gratification among journalists (see Volz 2013). Such a finding is consistent with Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs model which identifies self-esteem as a universal and innate psychological 
trait (Maslow 1948).    
Conclusion  
This chapter discussed the factors that shape the construction of B-Metro representations of child 
abuse. The analysis focused on the sociological and moral dimensions of the construction of the 
narratives. Reese’s hierarchy of influences model was used to unpack the sociological factors while 
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the notion of an ethic of care was deployed to explain the moral agency of B-Metro journalists that 
attends the mediation of child abuse. Findings point to an overreliance on legal, social and cultural 
elites for news about child abuse. Such a sourcing routine is strategic and compensates for limited 
staffing and capitalisation at the B-Metro and ensures a credible and consistent supply of child abuse 
stories. Consequently, the child abuse narratives are dominated by the secondary institutional voice 
of the courts and social elites in contrast to the personal accounts of primary witnesses or victims.  
The foregrounding of the institutionalised legal narrative about vulnerable children, precludes the 
interrogation and undoing of the contextual and structural conditions that engender such abuse. 
Sourcing routines are thus a function of social capital and are demonstrative of a politics of voice that 
attends the mediated discourse about the maltreatment of children. Additionally, the representative 
status, institutional power and positions occupied by various sources are strategically deployed to 
dispel scepticism about the truth value of the tabloid’s representations of child abuse.  
 
 Findings revealed that journalists are torn between compassion for abused and vulnerable children 
and a market inspired institutionalised fatigue about child abuse. journalist expressed disappointment 
with the editorial rejection of rape stories on the basis that the newspapers’ readership is tired of rape 
stories. Compassion fatigue is more pronounced for sexual abuse which is understood in gendered 
and essentialized terms. dominant culturally inscribed perceptions of child sexual abuse as being a 
“male prerogative” (Beckett, 1996:64), where “sex is something men do to women” (McKeever, 
2018:np, emphasis original) denies the sexual agency and complicity of women in perpetrating sexual 
abuse of children. thus, reportage about sexual abuse reproduces a heteronormative ideology within 
which homosexual abuse becomes unimaginable. 
 
The discussion also revealed that the critical feminist argument that journalism is a gendered practice 
is not as straightforward as is usually assumed. Nhlalwenhle Ncube (journalist)’s insist that female 
journalist comprehend sexual abuse different from men is synonymous with the critical feminist view. 
yet her plea for more female editors indicates that media management is still androcentric and 
problematizes the assumption that having more women in media will instigate a shift in the news 
agenda. Thus, a quantitative change in gender statistics does not necessarily equate to a qualitative 
change of the news product. The latter requires structural adjustments that would reconfigure the 
masculinized power arrangements of media management. results also demonstrate that hers a 
consensus among B-Metro journalists that child abuse is a classed vulnerability, children living in 
poverty are more at risk of abuse than children from affluent backgrounds. Consensus also extended 
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to the view that there is an institutionalised denial of child abuse in religious and cultural groupings 
owing to the ideology of deference to authority. As a result, there’s a shared moral conviction among 
B-Metro journalists to expose child abuse in religious and cultural environments. ln addition to the 
normative, moral and commercial motivations that inform the B-Metro’s coverage of child abuse, 
journalists cited the quest for social esteem and recognition as contributing to their focus on child 
abuse. Moreover, given that there are few journalists working at the B-Metro it would be easy to 





















Chapter 5: A Critical discourse analysis of the B-Metro’s 
mediations of child abuse 
 
Introduction 
This chapter is a discourse analytic exposition of the B-Metro’s narratives of child abuse. The 
analysis focuses on the tabloid sub genres of commentary and hard news respectively. 
Following the dominant methodological procedures prescribed within the literature, the 
analysis focuses on the thematic, lexical, framing, argumentative and contextual aspects of 
the sampled texts (Mautner, 2008: 38-43; Richardson, 2007:46-71; Wodak, 2001:72-73; Van 
Djik, 2001:99-112). 
Analysis of the B-Metro’s child abuse commentary 
The commentaries about child abuse belong to the editorial subgenre. Editorials are “central 
to a newspaper’s identity” (Franklin, 2008:6), are opinionated discourses that specify its 
position vis-a- vis topical issues and perform the rhetorical function of persuading readers of 
the espoused view (Rupar, 2007:599; Rogers, 2000:27). Thus, editorials are by design and 
intent argumentative discourses (van Djik 1992). The following analysis is based on six 
editorials published between January 2016 and June 2018.  
Anti-child marriage ruling progressive (appendix 1) 
Thematic and Lexical analysis 
 The use of the evaluative adjective ‘progressive’ in the headline characterises the article as 
an explicit positive assessment of the constitutional court ruling. The use of the evaluative 
adjective and present continuous tense in the headline qualify the commentary as an 
epideictic discourse. Epideictic arguments eulogise or denounce an existing reality, person or 
object.  Thematic cohesion between the headline and lead sentence also validates the 
epideictic orientation of the text.  The lead sentence reads, ‘this weeks’ ruling outlawing child 
marriages should be applauded by all progressive Zimbabweans who have the rights of our 
children at heart’. The use of the modal verb ‘should’ imbues the sentence with imperative 
force that compels its implied audience to celebrate the ruling (applaud it). The lead sentence 
elaborates on the epideictic function of the discourse which is to communicatively solicit for 
universal commendation of the antimarriage ruling.  Furthermore, applying the logic of binary 
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opposites to the topic sentence of the text, reveals latent surplus meanings in addition to the 
denotative meanings of the headline. The logic of binary opposites holds that by stating what 
something is you are simultaneously and indirectly stating what it is not.  Considered within 
this context, the adjectival description of the ruling as progressive simultaneously invokes the 
notion that thinking and action contrary to the ruling is regressive.  Thus, the explicit and 
implicit meanings of the headline manifestly reveal the evaluative function of the 
commentary and firmly locate the discourse within the epideictic argument genre.  
There is lexical cohesion between ‘anti child marriage ruling’ in the headline, ‘outlawing child 
marriages’ in the lead sentence and the phrase ‘no child under the age of 18 can legally enter 
into marriage’ in the succeeding sentence. The prefix anti denotes categorical opposition to 
child marriage, while outlawing signifies a ban that criminalises child marriage. The categorial 
assertion that ‘no child under the age of 18 can legally enter into marriage’ is consequent to 
the ‘anti-child marriage ruling outlawing child marriages’. Thus, the third phrase is related to 
the first two phrases via a cause and effect logic. It should also be noted that the use of the 
modal verb can effectively transforms the third phrase into an imperative speech act. The 
choice of modal verb is not incidental but serves to emphasise the non-negotiable nature of 
the ruling. For example, if the author had used a modal verb like may (with a weaker degree 
of certainty) the sentence would be an optative speech act. Such a lexical characterisation of 
the ruling would have diminished the judicial force of the ruling and negated from the 
argumentative intention of the text. The metaphoric assertion that ‘all these provisions have 
been struck down’ further reinforces the illegality of child marriage. Thus, the iterative use of 
synonyms and the deployment of a semantic logic (sense and implications of the meanings of 
words) functions to emphasise that the regressive practice of child marriage is now an 
unconstitutional illegality.  
The thematic analysis alluded to how the use of regressive in the headline implicitly 
denounces child marriage as regressive, according to the logic of binary opposites. The logic 
of binary opposites is invoked in the remainder of the text. The lead sentence makes 
reference to ‘progressive Zimbabweans who have the rights of children at heart’. The implied 
opposite of the sentence is that there are regressive Zimbabweans who do not have the rights 
of children at heart. The “nomination” (Wodak 2001) of these Zimbabweans in the rest of the 
text, casts them as the undesirable others, the constitutive outside (Van Djik 1992) of 
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progressive Zimbabweans. They are identified as ‘these elderly people that hide behind 
tradition’, who belong to some ‘religious sects where marrying off young girls is so entrenched 
it would be difficult to get rid of overnight’. Furthermore, some are 
 Africans living in the Diaspora that believe in female circumcision (female genital 
mutilation) and have been sending their girl children to Africa on holiday where they 
then undergo the procedure as a rite of passage, regardless of the legal provisions 
outlawing such. 
 
 Nomination functions to evaluatively contrast progressive Zimbabweans from regressive 
Zimbabweans. The progressives are educated child rights campaigners, while the regressives 
are steeped in ‘traditional patriarchal systems’. Inferentially, progressives embody modernity 
while the regressives embody tradition. Modernity is synonymous with enlightenment while 
tradition signifies exploitative ignorance. Hence, the need to educate those with a traditional 
mindset. Modernity is textually represented by the signature discourses of legalism, human 
rights and constitutionalism (see Fairclough, n.d:3). The constitutional court is the 
institutional materialisation of these discourses. Tradition is textually indexed as the 
indigenous intergenerational beliefs and practices that engender abusive practices like 
female genital mutilation.   
Framing 
From a framing perspective, child marriage is defined as the problem and selectively 
perceived as a human rights issue.  The causal interpretation logic of the commentary is that 
regressive patriarchal cultural and religious practices generate the problem of child marriage. 
Such a causal interpretation effectively makes legal enforcement of children’s rights and civic 
education about them the preferred and logical solutions.  The human rights orientation of 
the text is evident in the injunction that the outlawing of child marriages should be applauded 
by all progressive Zimbabweans who have the rights of children at heart.  It is against this 
backdrop that the constitutional court ruling, the invocation of a commitment to children’s 
rights and the citation of the Marriages Act, which was at variance with the constitution, are 
made salient in the text. The salience of the above drives from their placement in the text (i.e. 
in the headline and lead paragraphs of the article). Such placement is not innocent when 
considered in light of the hierarchical ordering of content within the inverted pyramid 
structure of newspaper reporting.  
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The selective foregrounding of a human rights discourse becomes evident when the causal 
interpretation aspect of the text is interrogated. The author makes a cursory reference to 
poverty as one of the causes of child abuse.  He states that ‘the ruling comes in a drought year 
and already there have been reports of young girls being married off to elderly men by parents 
and guardians seeking to escape hunger’.  The foregoing quote reveals that the author is 
aware of the economic underpinnings of child marriages and could have alternatively framed 
the commentary from a poverty perspective. The deliberative foregrounding of cultural 
causes and backgrounding of economic causes is consistent with the prescriptions advanced 
by the commentary. Human rights education is a relevant intervention for effecting 
ideological and cultural transformation but not the best means for effecting structural 
change. An economic framing would diminish faith in the ruling’s efficacy to curb child 
marriages.  Moreover, it would deviate from the article’s problem definition (child marriage) 
and shift the focus to equally worthy problems like child labour and slavery. The author’s 
chosen framing is circumscribed by the fact that child marriage was topical in public and legal 
discourse at the time.   
Legitimation strategies  
Appeal to rationality 
The argument appeals to the rationality of its addressees whose sense of reason qualifies 
them as progressive. The rationality of the intended audience derives from their knowledge 
of children’s rights and the legal provisions that apply to the same. Those who possess this 
rationality are contrasted from irrational others ‘who have no idea about…these legal 
provisions. The argument deploys a deductive logic framework. If one is educated about and 
committed to children’s rights and the rule of law, it does not make sense not to applaud the 
ruling as progressive. Thus, nominating the implied audience as progressive discursively 
constructs them as rational agents in contrast to those who ‘need to [be] educate[d]…that 
the 18 years is not negotiable’.  
Authorisation  
Interlocutors often appeal to the authority of persons, institutions and traditions in 
legitimating their espoused view or preferred course of action, a process referred to as 
authorisation (van Leeuwen, 2007:94-97). The commentary invokes the institutional 
authority of the constitutional court in accomplishing the epideictic goal of convincing its 
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addressees of the progressive nature of the anti-child marriage ruling. Identifying the 
constitutional court as the source of the ruling, performs a legitimating function in addition 
to its self-evident informative role. The constitutional court by virtue of being the “highest 
court in all constitutional matters” and the fact that “its decisions are binding for all other 
courts in such matters” (Judicial Services Commission online 17-06-2019) is effectively an 
incontestable legal authority. Thus, the mention of the constitutional court functions to 
discursively compel those who would not be culturally inclined to applaud the ruling, to 
accept it on the basis of the legal authority of the incontestable authority of the constitutional 
court. It is against this backdrop that the author states that: 
The Constitutional Court ruled that with immediate effect no child under the age of 18 can 
legally enter into marriage. The Marriages Act provided for marriage of underage children, 
especially16-year-old girls, with the consent of their guardians, while an underage boy needed 
the Justice Minister’s consent to marry an underage girl. All these provisions have been struck 
down to protect the girl child especially since the practice of pledging young girls is quite 
common in some communities. 
 
The foregoing indicates that even among those Zimbabweans who are supposed to be 
rational and progressive there is an unprogressive element which consists of those legal 
minds responsible for crafting the provisions that previously licenced child marriages.  
However, the fact that knowledge of children’s rights and legal education does not necessarily 
translate to observance of the same is downplayed as it would not be consistent with the 
aims of the argument. Furthermore, the citation of the constitutional court is added 
justification for those who ‘have the rights of children at hear’ to applaud the ruling, given 
that the constitutional court is the custodian of children’s rights per the constitution.  
 
Invoking the constitutional court is a strategic manoeuvre meant to disqualify the authority 
of tradition and religion that is used to legitimate the practice of child marriage and thus pre-
empt perceived objections to the ruling. The following excerpt proves that the author 
recognises that the authority of the constitutional court has to contend with the authority of 
tradition and religious custom which has proven resistant to the transformative forces of 
education and modernisation.  
We should, however, not blindly celebrate the legal victory since for most families, the 
practice was never premised on these legal provisions that many have no idea about, but long-
standing traditions steeped in patriarchal systems. That is the new frontier that child rights 
campaigners have to confront and overcome… There are also some religious sects where 
100 
 
marrying off young girls is so entrenched it would be difficult to get rid of overnight. This has 
become an intergenerational practice where grandparents, their daughters and their own 
daughters were married around 12 and have found that to be a normal way of doing things… 
For example, there have been reports of Africans living in the Diaspora that believe in female 
circumcision (female genital mutilation) and have been sending their girl children to Africa on 
holiday where they then undergo the procedure as a rite of passage, regardless of the legal 
provisions outlawing such. 
 
Emotive appeal (pathos) 
In addition to logic, the author uses emotive appeal to persuade his readership to celebrate 
the anti-child marriage ruling. The reference to Zimbabweans who have ‘the rights of children 
at heart’ in the lead sentence evidences how the author invokes the feelings of his readership 
in order to favourably disposition them towards the ruling and the stance his advocating for 
towards the ruling. The foregoing suggests that the ideal reader subscribes to an ethic of care 
that is motivated by the sentiments of love and compassion. The author further appeals to 
the collective sentiment of the readers, thus: 
Even as the ruling was being made, we fear some children were being prepared for marriage 
and these closed communities are difficult to break through into, though ways will have to be 
found to educate them.  
 
The use of the nominative plural we constructs an imaginary community with a common 
sentimentality towards the abuse of children. A cause and effect logic underpins the 
activation of the emotion of fear. Fear is a consequence of a social danger, child marriage. 
The construction of an imaginary we, functions to convince readers that the fear is justifiably 
shared by the majority of caring citizens. Thus, the reader’s instinctive desire for social 
inclusion and acceptance will compel them to identify with the we that fears the dangers of 
child marriage. S 
 
Ideological analysis 
At a contextual level the argument implicitly challenges the regressive thinking of the 
prosecutor general and those of his ilk whose regressive views about child marriage provoked 
social protests that culminated in the ruling in question. Thus, the commentary is a discursive 
intervention in a social contest between the ideologies of constitutionalism and human rights 
and the ideologies of tradition, patriarchy and religion. The cursory reference to poverty that 
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‘the ruling comes in a drought year when already there have been reports of young girls being 
married off to elderly men’, has to be understood in the context of the age of consent debates.  
The prosecutor general was criticised for arguing that marriage was the last resort for poverty 
stricken and educationally challenged girls.   
 
 Nobody is really talking to the girl child; everybody is talking on behalf of the girl child. It’s 
assumed that the girl child’s independent decisions start at an age that those that are speaking 
want to fix, but if you go out there, you’ll find out that some of them may want to start out in 
life early… If you look at it, we don’t have a framework for example, where we can guarantee 
that all our girl children are usefully engaged before they get above 18 years, we don’t have 
that. We have nine-year-olds, 12-year-olds, 13-year-olds who’re not in school, who’re not 
doing anything for example. What are we saying to them? Then we say you can’t even do this 
when the environment is not giving them alternative engagements? What are we talking 
about?... You need to be able to be holistic about it. If we educate our girl child universally up 
to, for example, where they get to the age of 18 in an environment where you guarantee that 
they’re not abused, then we are talking. But to simply say ‘no such and such conduct for any 
girl say below the age of 16’, I think we’ve not asked ourselves what we’re saying about that 
girl who would rather prefer to lead their life in the direction of getting married (Chronicle 
online 18/06/19). 
 
Thus, the commentary functions to contest hegemonic cultural, religious and economic 
discourses used to rationalise child marriages. The invocation of the immutable authority of 
the constitutional court has to be understood as a veiled attack on the prosecutor general 
and other public officials who were defending child marriages. These men illustrated that 
child marriage was not only culturally entrenched but was also institutionalised and etched in 
the male social psyche. Hence, the commentary’s explicit emphasis that the outlawing of child 
marriages also impacted on the discourse and practice of law by nullifying previous legislation 
that permitted child marriages. It is against this backdrop that the commentary celebrates the 
ruling as the triumph of constitutionalism over competing legal, traditional and religious 
discourses. The constitutional court is thus discursively constructed as the legitimate voice 
and authority vis-a-vis the discourse of child marriage. Thus, any contrary discourses and 
practices are consequently delegitimatized.  
 
Protect children from abuse (appendix2) 
Thematic and lexical analysis 
This commentary is a deliberative argument that engages and critiques the mindset ad actions 
of child abusers using the case study of a woman who publicly displayed the HIV status of her 
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daughter during a maintenance court hearing. To that end, the commentary discursively 
constructs child abuse as a social danger that children need to be protection from.  
Consequently, the action of protecting children is imbued with a deontic and categorical 
quality. This is achieved by using the imperative mood for the headline. The lead sentence 
elaborates on the theme of child abuse as a social danger. Child abuse is presented as 
‘something that the whole community needs to tackle head on’. However, the metaphorical 
phrase ‘tackle head on’ conjures up images of wrestling and physical combat. Such a 
metaphorical characterisation essentially renders child abuse as a social enemy requiring 
society to go on the offensive. Tackling head on signifies that the issue cannot be sidestepped 
as ‘society cannot shirk its responsibility and let these child predators ride roughshod over 
the rights of these poor children’. The forgoing assertion explains the imperative import of 
the commentary alluded to above. The lexical designation of incidents of child abuse as  
‘worrying developments’ and the assertion that ‘newspapers carry an increasing number of 
girls being abused by their fathers and in some cases falling pregnant’, serve to buttress the 
view that child abuse is a social danger.  
 
Framing  
The commentary largely employs the “discourse of vulnerability” frame and occasionally 
invokes the “discourse of innocence” frame (Meyer, 2007:87-90). Within such a framing 
scheme the problem definition is child abuse generally and psychological and emotional abuse 
specifically. The causal interpretation identifies predatory men, insensitive women and 
irrational parents as engendering such abuse. The moral evaluation is that abuse is 
‘distasteful’, ‘unethical’ and ‘culturally acceptable’. Consequently, the treatment or 
recommendation becomes the need to protect children from abuse. The discourse of 
vulnerability is invoked through the metaphorical depiction of abusers as ‘predators’ and 
connotes that children are helpless prey. Predators enjoy physical advantage over their prey 
which is synonymous with the discourse of vulnerability’s assertion that children’s 
vulnerability derives from their “physical and psychological diminutiveness” (O Dell 
2008:137). Furthermore, within this discourse children are conceived as being “socially 
vulnerable” by virtue of lacking certain social skills and “structurally vulnerable” owing to 
“asymmetrical power relations between children and adults” (Meyer, 2007:90). It is against 
this backdrop that the discourse describes victims of abuse as ‘these poor children’ and 
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encourages that we should ‘spare a thought for these innocent souls. They know nothing 
hence the need for us to protect them’. The foregoing framing thus functions to rationalise 
the editorial injunction to ‘protect children from abuse’. The example of a woman who 
publicly displayed that her daughters was HIV positive, is cited as evidence of the 
psychological and emotional abuse that children should be protection from. In this instance 
the mother is portrayed as preying on the vulnerability and innocence of the child and 
exploitatively using her as ‘an object of pity’. Thus, the stigmatisation of the child is presented 
as emotionally damaging. This is achieved by the hyperbolic assertion that ‘the emotional 
trauma that the mother put the child through may never be fully grasped’. The epistemic 
modal phrase ‘may never be fully grasped’ effectively reinforces the theme that child abuse 
is a social danger whose devastating effects defy quantification and comprehension. 
 
Legitimation strategies 
Appeal to rationality 
The author’s appeals to reason is discernible in his lamentation of ‘elements that takes us 
back to the dark days by their conduct’.  The implication of the foregoing statement is that 
society is now enlightened and that child abuse is a regression into the uncivilised practices 
of a bygone era. Reason and intellectualism are quintessential features of enlightenment (see 
Hall 1992). It is against this backdrop that the commentary explicitly references the woman’s 
professional standing of being a teacher. As an educated person she is supposed to embody 
the enlightenment ideal of rationality. It is against this backdrop, that the narrative 
discursively constructs her actions as being rationally ambivalent:  
 
Elsewhere in this edition we carry a story of a teacher who was seeking maintenance for her 
child. We believe it was quite responsible for her to seek the assistance of the father in looking 
after the child. However, we find it distasteful that she sought to abuse the child in the 
process, exposing her HIV status by garlanding her with a placard pronouncing her HIV status 
at the courts. This was possibly done to evoke sympathy from the courts but it was an extreme 
way of seeking that attention. 
 
The use of the conjunctive adverb ‘however’, in the above excerpt functions to negate the 
active concern for her child’s welfare. Within the broader discursive context, it also functions 
to undermine her professionalism and rationality. The woman thus personifies regressive 
social actors whose existence is bemoaned by the author: ‘It does not help matters that some 
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of the people accused of such are role models and opinion leaders within our communities’. 
Within this view, the call to ‘protect children from abuse’ and thus prevent society from being 
taken ‘back to the dark days’ is an implicit appeal to the rationality of the female teacher, 
opinion leaders and the broader society. The appeal to rationality is manifest in the following 
interrogative speech act: If the child had some other chronic condition was, she going to have 
a placard around her neck as well? The interrogative speech act thus invites the audience to 
consider the reasoning behind her actions and pass a judgment about its logical validity.  
 
Authorisation 
The author appeals to the impersonal authority of the media as an institution of modernity 
to rationalise the injunction to ‘protect children from abuse’ (see Nyamnjoh 2005:17). 
According to the commentary, ‘newspapers carry an increasing number of girls being abused 
by their fathers and in some cases falling pregnant’. The citation of the media in the lead 
paragraphs evidences its centrality in validating the empirical prevalence of child abuse. In 
the absence of official statistical evidence, the media assumes the role of corroborating the 
reality under discussion. This is a “discursive intensifying strategy” (Reisgl, 2008:97) employed 
by the author to further rationalise the commentary’s proposed action. The more endemic 
the scourge of child abuse is shown to be, the more urgent the pre-emptive action of 
protecting children from abuse becomes. Furthermore, the intertextual reference to the story 
which is the subject of the commentary serves to humanise the problem and establish its 
realism. 
 
Ideological analysis.  
It is worth noting that the commentary reproduces patriarchal and heteronormative 
ideologies in its discussion of the maintenance debacle. Firstly, it problematises the reification 
of sexual abuse compared to other forms of child abuse but it reproduces that which it 
laments. The commentary cites the sexual abuse of girls by their fathers as the paradigmatic 
case that proves the endemic nature of child abuse. Additionally, the commentary presents a 
gendered view of sexual abuse. Sexual activity is constructed as an activity between active 
adult males and passive underage girls. The foregoing is a form of ideological closure in that 
the discourse renders unimaginable the possibility of adult females abusing underage boys. 
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Furthermore, the commentary is circumscribed by a heteronormative ideology wherein 
sexual relations only inhere between males and females. Consequently, homosexual abuse of 
girls and boys is discursively excluded. The foregoing omission means that the call to ‘protect 
children for abuse’ does not extend to children who are victims of homosexual abuse. 
Patriarchy also figures in the discourse and is evident in the way the actions of the mother are 
explained. Her stigmatising behaviour is attributed to her spousal problems. 
 
The woman in question could be having problems with the father of the child but to expose 
the child in the manner that she did borders on the criminal and tends to stigmatise people 
living with the virus…When as parents we engage in clashes when our relationships break 
down, we should spare a thought for the innocent souls. 
 
Implicit in the above characterisation is the stereotypical view that the irrationality of women 
derives from their excessive emotionality. Here the irrational action of labelling her child as 
HIV positive is specifically attributed to ‘having problems with her father’. The concluding 
paragraphs of the commentary rebuke the implied adult audience for emotionally punishing 
children for failed adult relationships. Thus, the emotional abuse of the child is constructed 
as being the inevitable consequence of the woman’s failure to manage the emotional stress 
of her romantic relationship. Relatedly, describing her court application as seeking assistance 
from the father of the child, effectively reinforces the patriarchal view of woman as the 
dependent other (see Rose 1999:126).  The commentary’s failure to take the father of the 
child to account for neglecting his paternal duties, reinforces the patriarchal construction of 
childcare as a maternal responsibility. It can be plausibly inferred that if the father had 
honoured his paternal obligations regarding the welfare of his child, his daughter would not 
have been subjected to the lamented stigma. Omission of the foregoing exonerates the father 
from the emotional and psychological abuse his daughter may have experienced. Thus, the 
commentary performs the ideological work of fragmentation by obscuring the cause and 
effect relationship between the father’s neglect of his daughter’s welfare and her subsequent 




Let’s uphold children’s rights (Appendix 3) 
Thematic analysis 
This commentary is deliberative in that it interrogates and critiques the actions of a couple 
embroiled in a paternity dispute and the behaviour of a female inyanga who forcibly detained 
two children, pending payment for her services. Thematically, child welfare is constructed as 
an imperative duty of care. The use of the contraction ‘let’s’ in the headline signifies an appeal 
to an imagined community and effectively casts child care as a collective responsibility. The 
lead paragraph records that ‘The welfare of children is something that should ever be 
uppermost in our minds regardless of our circumstances. We cannot afford to sacrifice 
children’s welfare for anything…parents have a duty to take care of them’. Thus, the headline 
and lead paragraph function to foreground child care as being categorically imperative. 
Furthermore, the foregoing is also achieved by constructing responsible parenting as a 
universal norm (Rose 1999:133). To that end the commentary: 
 …urge[s] parents and parents-to-be that it is a big responsibility to be a parent and that they 
should play that role seriously as they are moulding a generation after them…These fights 
over who is responsible for the pregnancy and the child, are becoming common, quite 
distressing and can be avoided if people behave responsibly… We believe this is unforgivable 
abuse that confuses the minors. 
 
The assertion that child abuse is ‘unforgivable’ is thematically coherent with the macro 
proposition that children’s welfare is a social obligation.  
 
Framing 
The thematic discussion above demonstrated the salience of the view that the welfare of 
children is a social imperative. Though the commentary advances the notion that children’s 
welfare is as a shared social responsibility, it however places the greater burden of 
responsibility on parents. It follows then that parental neglect and exploitative adult practices 
constitute the problem definition of the discourse. The causal evaluation primarily identifies 
abdication of parental responsibility as engendering the maltreatment of children. 
Responsibility is framed as being accountable for actions and their consequences.  
 
Children are a product of relationships, which vary in nature, scope, length and depth of 
passion. What we are emphasising is that children do not just appear like a meteor but are a 
product of conscious decisions by their parents who have a duty to take care of them…And to 
those that engage in unprotected intercourse, does it ever cross your minds that the act could 




Logically, the moral evaluation is that neglect of children’s rights is a social pathology that 
transgresses socio-cultural norms regarding the care of children. It is against this backdrop 
that the treatment recommendation is that there is need for parents (primarily), communities 
and child welfare organisations to recommit themselves to the welfare of children. In the 
event of maternal and paternal neglect of children, the immediate community should report 
incidents of abuse and thus uphold children’s rights.  
 
Legitimation strategies 
In justifying the proposed action of upholding children’s rights, the commentary mainly 
adopts the strategies of appeal to rationality, appeal to divine authority, emotive appeal and 
the invocation of a hypothetical future.  
 
Appeal to rationality 
The appeal to rationality is manifest in the consistent plea for reasoned action and recourse 
to a cause and effect logic in evaluating parental behaviour. This is most evident in the 
following interrogative speech act: 
And to those that engage in unprotected intercourse, does it ever cross your minds 
that the act could result in a child that you would not have planned for? 
 
The phrase ‘does it ever cross your minds’ is synonymous with rationality and provokes its 
addressees to critically reflect about the intended and unintended consequences of sexual 
activity. The prospect of unwanted children might deter some from engaging in reckless 
sexual behaviour. Furthermore, reflexive reasoning might inspire repentance in those guilty 
of parental neglect.  
 
Hypothetical future 
The appeal to a hypothetical future shares affinity with the appeal to rationality discussed 
above. The interrelatedness derives from that fact the cause (sexual activity) is constructed 
as being temporarily located in the present, yet its effect (children and the ensuing 
responsibilities) is temporarily located in the future. Effect in this instance is synonymous with 
consequence. Consideration of consequences is a form of reasoned action which is future 
108 
 
oriented. The following excerpt demonstrates the operationalisation of the hypothetical 
future strategy. 
 
To the parents disowning their child, we would like to urge them to stop and think what their 
child will say about them 12 years from now, when she turns 18. And the father should also 
consider what would happen should paternity tests show that he is the biological father. 
 
Given that the commentary frames parental neglect as the cause of the problem, the author 
deliberately privileges a future in which technology confirms the man in question as the 
father. The textual silence about the alternative possibility of tests confirming that he is not 
the father is a form of ideological closure. The foregoing would absolve the man in question 
of responsibility for the child and would negate the commentary’s construction of child care 
as an imperative duty.  
 
Emotive appeal 
The appeal to emotion is implicit in the assumption of maternal affection which is taken to be 
a biologically derived instinct. This is evident in the authors comments regarding the paternity 
dispute. 
 It is quite shocking that a woman has to be forced by a court to look after her own offspring. 
What    could be the problem here?... We have seen many women suffer and even living in 
the streets with their children, showing that no amount of suffering could separate them from 
their children.  
 
The comments about the actions of a female inyanga who detained the children she had 
treated pending payment, are consistent with the above conclusion. 
 
While we applaud the mother of the children for seeking treatment for her children, we are 
appalled by the conduct of the woman inyanga, who should know better about birth pains. 
 
The author here employs emotive appeal in generating a discursively constructed consensus 
between him and his readership via the phrase ‘we are appalled’. Emotive appeal figures in 
the use of collective sentiment to give a moral evaluation of the inyanga’s actions. Further, 
the reference to ‘birth pains’ constructs love for children as being essential to womanhood 
and as an instinctive maternal sentiment (see Holloway 2006). It is worth noting that the 
author’s discussion of the two cases proceeds according to the binary logic of a good mother 
and a bad mother. What distinguishes one from the other is how their actions inevitably 
109 
 




Finally, the author invokes divine authority in achieving the arguments’ aim of championing 
the observance of children’s rights. The author opines that ‘there are many that seek this gift 
from God day and night in vain’ and we should therefore ‘treasure our children’. The effect 
of the foregoing is that the abuse and neglect of children is an unbefitting response to the 
benevolence of a transcendental God. Furthermore, the exhortation to ‘treasure our children’ 
gains potency from the realisation that that they are a ‘gift from God’. Within such a context, 
the appeal to divine authority and recognition of the benevolence of deity, intersects with the 
“discourse of the priceless child” (Meyer, 2007:96) in reiterating the inestimable value of 
children. The ethotic appeal to divinity needs to be understood as addressing a largely devout 
audience, since the majority of Zimbabwean identify with Christianity.  This appeal to deity 
attests to the endurance of belief in divine authority in a secular and postmodern world and 
is corroborated by the fact that child marriages and abuse are prevalent in Zimbabwean 
churches, as shown by previous and succeeding sampled texts.  
 
Ideological analysis 
The commentary’s headline, let’s uphold children’s rights, locates it within a human rights 
ideological framework. Yet in making the case for the observance of children’s rights, the 
commentary enacts a textualized form of gender discrimination, contrary to the human rights 
doctrine of the inherent equality of men and women. The discrepancy emanates from a 
reproduction of a patriarchal and gendered conception of child care. Nowhere is this more 
manifest than in the disconnect between the initial argument that child care is a parental 
responsibility, and the subsequent feminisation of that responsibility. Note how in the 
following excerpt, the author presents both parents as equally culpable (a couple has…), yet 
the succeeding sentences only incriminate the woman. 
 
Elsewhere in this issue we have an article featuring a couple that has traumatised their child 
by fighting over her paternity, with both parties refusing to take custody of the child. It is quite 
shocking that a woman has to be forced by a court to look after her own offspring. What could 
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be the problem here? Could it be an issue of her own upbringing? Is it poverty, bitterness 
against the father of the child, and by extension, to the child? 
 
 
The man is only fleetingly mentioned within the hypothetical context of paternity tests 
affirming that he is the father. Exonerating men from the duty of child care, by failing to 
interrogate their absence when women suffer with children in the streets or when mothers 
cannot pay for services rendered to their children, feeds into the patriarchal notion that child 
care is a female prerogative. This gendered reification of child care has been proven to be 
problematic given its conservative conflation of parenting with mothering that glosses over 
the “unequal divisions of labour around the home, work and children” (Miller, 2011:19, 11). 
Moreover, such ideological posturing does not account for contemporary socio-cultural shifts 
where parenting is take to be gender neutral and fatherhood is “an assortment of father 
‘types’…from ‘biological’ to ‘non-resident’ through ‘absent’, ‘gay’, ‘adoptive’, ‘teenage’, 
‘social’ and ‘stepfather’, married, unmarried, living in ‘intact families’ or apart or in other 
configurations” (ibid:10). The commentary conflates being a biological father which is 
“generally associated with a sexual moment” and fatherhood which is a “social role” (Morell, 
2006:14). The commentary would be more empirically relevant if it acknowledged the role 
played by “economic” and “social fathers” who financially, emotionally care for adopted 
children and those from their extended families.  
These ideological omissions must be seen in the context of a privileged heterosexual and 
gendered construction of parenting (see Prinsloo 2006). Such a singular view of fatherhood 
detracts from the commentary’s expressed preference for a society where children’s welfare 
is a universal responsibility by discounting certain types of childhood and fatherhood. There 
is thus a disjunction between what the commentary considers to be normative and empirical 
conditions.   
 
Speak out on abuse (Appendix 4)    
Thematic and lexical analysis 
 The call to speak out on abuse establishes the commentary’s theme that “voice matters” 
(Couldry, 2010:1). Within this context, speaking against abuse amounts to taking a moral 
stance against child abuse. The practice of such an “ethics of voice” is presented as a much 
needed panacea to the child abuse scourge. This is motivated by the ‘pervasive nature of 
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abuse’ which is analogously depicted as a ‘cancer’ against which we need to be ‘vigilant’, since 
it takes ‘silence for evil to thrive’. Speaking out thus becomes a moral imperative since there 
are ‘many monsters that should be in prison but roam free because of you and me who have 
chosen to be complicit by not speaking out’. The metaphoric references to child abuse as a 
‘cancer’ and its perpetrators as ‘monsters’ serve to heighten the sense of urgency about child 
abuse. Furthermore, the figurative assertion that those ‘we are supposed to repose our faith 
in sliding down the pecking order…. hurt us the most and unexpectedly puncture that bubble 
of trust’ indicates that child abuse is symptomatic of endemic moral degeneration. The 
metaphoric characterisation of child abuse as a cancer conjures up images of imminent death 
and thus points to the pending demise of society and a hypothetically dead future. Just as 
cancer kills the physical body, child abused not only physical kills children but also their 
talents, future potential and a society’s aspirations for its children. The contemporary 
prevalence of child abuse is indicative of a moral crisis that disrupts traditional conceptions 
of child abuse as a “stranger danger” phenomenon (McDonald, 2003:114). Traditionally, 
perpetrators were “monsters operating beyond the pale of civilised society and ‘lurking in the 
ill-defined ‘out there’ of public space” (ibid). The bubble of trust has been burst by revelations 
that offenders roam the familial, educational and professional spaces previously presumed to 
be safe spaces. Moreover, the offenders are not strangers but people with whom children are 
acquainted. The example of the globally mediated Larry Nassar sexual abuse scandal is cited 
as evidence of the above. The problem is localised via the examples of a sexually exploitative 
coach and secondary school teacher who forced a pupil to abort. It is against such a backdrop 
that the commentary asks ‘how many such cases of abuse go unreported and therefore 
unknown?’ This interrogative speech act is a “discursive intensifying strategy” (Reisgl 
2008:109) that rationalises the commentary’s theme of the need to exercise an ethics of 
voice.  Thematically, the commentary speaks to the moral significance of speaking out against 
abuse, and thus values voice:  
 
 Treating voice as a value means discriminating in favour of ways of organizing human life and resources 
that, through their choices, put the value of voice into practice, by respecting the multiple interlinked 
processes of voice and sustaining them, not undermining or denying them…Valuing  voice then involves 
particular attention to the conditions under which voice as a process is effective, and how broader 






The commentary’s problem definition is the ‘pervasive nature of child abuse’ and the causal 
interpretation attributes it to the failure to speak out against abuse. Failure to speak out is 
further explained as being complicit in the abuse of children. In a Silverstonian (2007) sense 
the commentary laments that in ‘the age that we live in, we are superficially connected 
through technology but emotionally and morally as distant as ever’. This emotional and moral 
distance manifests as inaction and indifference to the abuse of others. ‘It is such inaction that 
embolden abusers, giving them the impetus to brazenly ride roughshod over the rights of 
their victims’. It is against this backdrop that the commentary condemns the social prevalence 
of child abuse. The commentary’s moral evaluation manifests at the level of lexis where 
abusers are described using lexicon with a “negative semantic load” (Reisgl, 2008: 38). 
Perpetrators are referred to as ‘heartless’ ‘perverts’, ‘monsters’ who have slid down the 
pecking order. Such lexicon performs the moral work of registering indignation against child 
abuse which is described as being ‘evil’. The treatment recommendation is speaking out 
against abuse and reiterates the commentary’s thematic anchoring that voice matters. The 
concluding statement stipulates ‘it is time, like the US judge pointed out, that the community 




The ideological aspects of the commentary manifest in the androcentric moral panic about 
abortion. The selective omission of a gynocentric take on abortion betrays the patriarchal 
leaning of the commentary.  The cases of a secondary school teacher who impregnated his 
pupil and a man who forced his wife to abort, motivate the discussion of the criminalisation 
and morality of abortion.  
 
Apart from the fact that abortion is a crime in this country, it is quite worrying that it appears 
to be a growing option for women, illegal and deadly as it is. Elsewhere in this issue, we carry 
a story of a man that forced his wife, who had suffered two miscarriages before, to abort her 
pregnancy…How heartless can one get? We feel it should be a crime to force someone to 
commit a crime and wonder if nothing in our statutes criminalises such behaviour since in our 
unequal relationships, women will always bear the brunt after being forced into illegal 





Though the commentary’s discussion of abortion acknowledges the gender inequities that 
come to bear on the practice of abortion, it is complicit in sustaining this disparity by failing 
to interrogate the contextual and structural conditions that occasion the need to abort. The 
discourse emphasises the illegality of abortion but fails to question whether the sexual 
encounter between teacher and pupil was consensual or not (legal or illegal). This is crucial 
given that Termination of Pregnancy Act (1977) permits abortion if the foetus is a result of 
unlawful intercourse.  Moreover, there is no consideration of the consequences of abortion 
for the pupil’s education and health. Similarly, there is no elaboration of the circumstances 
leading to the forced abortion in the case of the married woman. The scant information 
supplied reveals that the woman had a history of miscarriages and thus the discussion of the 
abortion cannot be fully comprehended outside the context of her reproductive health status. 
Thus, the commentary does not adequately account for the power dynamics that attend the 
practice of abortion. A comprehensive account would have considered the “politics of the 
womb” (Tan, 2004:157) and how “patriarchy…frames the morality, legality and socio-cultural 
attitudes towards abortion” (Braam & Hessini, 2004:43).  
 
 A focus on power dynamics helps to understand the continued marginalisation of abortion by 
drawing attention to those whose interests are at stake, those who benefit and those who 
suffer as a result. Women's bodies, as the personification of society reproducing itself, 
represent a critical arena for power struggles (ibid:) 
 
Within this view, there is need to transcend the insistence on the criminality of abortion and 
consider in whose interests was abortion criminalised and whether women’s voices and 
agency were acknowledged in the social decision to criminalise abortion (see Chiweshe et al 
2015:204). The literature points to the need “for analysing laws to deconstruct culture, to 
bring out its problematic aspects and propose alternatives” (Tan, 2004:158). This is imperative 
given that “the legal system exerts significant power in framing values and giving legitimacy 
to notions of morality within a given society” (Braam & Hessini, 2004:45).  Such interrogation 
is more pertinent in Zimbabwe where “abortion is socially, culturally and religiously 
stigmatised” (Chiweshe et al, 2015: 2007). Moreover, the criminalisation discourse has been 
faulted for discounting women’s “bodily integrity” (UN 2017:1). The undermining of women’s 
bodily integrity must be understood within the context of the contest between pro-life or pro-




 At the heart of the contest is the question of “whose life is more important – the mother’s or 
the child’s” (Tan, 2004:161). The patriarchal underpinnings of the commentary precluded 
critical engagement and democratisation of abortion discourse.  The commentary did not give 
salience to the disconnect between the Zimbabwean constitution that mandates parliament 
to enact laws that protect the unborn child and the international instruments that give 
precedence to women’s bodily autonomy. Zimbabwe is signatory to the African Charter on 
Human and People’s Rights. The charter specifies that in cases of rape and in the interests of 
women’s reproductive health, abortion should be legal.  As is evident from the above, the 
question of whose life is more important also manifests at the level of legal policy. Pro-life 
discourses value the life of the foetus to the neglect of the incubating woman’s right to life, 
health and bodily autonomy.  Additionally, the commentary fails to challenge women’s lack 
of power in decision making and actions that pertain to their sexual reproductive health. This 
is important because the student and woman in question were forced to abort. Media 
representations of abortion matter particularly in the context of sexually abused children. In 
instances of abuse, abortion might mitigate the effects of being a child mother, forced child 
marriage and disruption of education among other things. Within such a context, whether 
media “stigmatises or normalises” (Purcell et al, 2014:1141) abortion becomes pertinent.  
Media can discursively enable or disable the potential to “re-conceptualise the issue of 
abortion in paradigms of sustainable human development, social justice, public health, 
human rights and self-determination” (Braam & Hessini, 2004:48).    
 
Analysis of reportage  
The following section presents a framing analysis of the B-Metro’s child abuse stories 
published between January 2016 and December 2018. The exclusive focus on framing is a 
departure from the more elaborate analytical scheme applied to the editorials in the 
preceding section.  News stories are primarily factual in contrast to the argumentative nature 
of editorials. The above distinction justifies the elimination of legitimation strategies from the 
analysis. However, factual accounts are not immune from the reality of selective processing 
and selective perception. The recognition that “there is no view from nowhere” (Pech & 
Leibel, 2006:141), motivates the adoption of framing analysis as the analytical scheme used 
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to examine the B-Metro’s reportage of child abuse. The analysis of the articles also caters for 
the ideological implications of the chosen framing.  
 
Step mum, hubby starve ‘one-night stand’ baby (Appendix 5) 
The story’s problem definition is the physical abuse and starving of a two-year-old girl by a 
Mwenezi couple. Details are that Tyson Njanji had a one-night sexual encounter with Rudo in 
2013 who subsequently fell pregnant and later tracked Njanji and left the baby with him. The 
headline gives salience to the relational and marital context of the abuse suffered by the child. 
This is achieved via the sequential order in which the perpetrators are identified in the 
headline. Mentioning the ‘step mum’ first foregrounds the fact that she is not the biological 
mother of the child and signals the importance attached to this fact within the story.  Such 
emphasis echoes the patriarchal view of child care as a maternal and biologically determined 
disposition (see Prinsloo 2006). Within this view, the abuse of the child was inevitable, since 
the woman did not share a biological bond with the child. Foregrounding that one of the 
perpetrators of the abuse is the stepmother, becomes the causal interpretation of the story. 
Though the lead paragraph and subsequent paragraphs portray the man and woman as being 
equally culpable for abusing the child (by using terms like the ‘couple assaulted’, ‘connived’), 
the nomination ‘step mum’ discursively constructs her as the guiltier of the two. Stepmother 
is a socially stigmatised identity that is readily associated with the abusive mother stereotype. 
Identifying the man as ‘hubby’ as opposed to father betrays the gendered view of parenting 
that informs the narrative. The colloquial pronoun ‘hubby’ emphasises the marital relation 
between the man and woman and does not emphasise the paternal relationship between the 
man and the child. In contrast, ‘step mum’ emphasises that the maternal relationship 
between the woman and the child is not biologically derived. The foregoing is however 
problematic because it promotes a gender double standard where the presence or absence 
of a biological bond is not seen as impacting the discharge of fatherhood roles. Thus, the 
abuse is framed as confirming the evil stepmother and promiscuous African men stereotypes.  
 
The narrative promotes the causal interpretation that absence of a biological maternal bond 
and marital infidelity engender child abuse. The moral evaluation of the narrative is implicitly 
contained in the textual emphasis that the baby was the product of a one-night stand. From 
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a moral point of view, the baby is evidence of the transgression of a monogamous and 
heteronormative marital standard. The immoral actions of the man produced this non-
normative reality that his wife became as ‘step mum’. Within this view, the abuse of the child 
is a continuation of the immoral failures of a compromised marital relationship. The 
treatment/recommendation is implicitly contained in the statement that the couple was 
subsequently convicted on their own plea of guilt and that the child was taken to Lichanzo 
Children’s Village. 
 
The narrative lacks specifics about the extent of the child’s injuries. Information about the 
foregoing could have been obtained from Mwenezi and Neshuro hospitals where the child 
received treatment for the sustained injuries. It is thus sensible to conclude that the reportage 
was “qualitatively insufficient” (Fullerton & Patterson, 2006:305). Ironically, more journalistic 
labour was expended in getting contextual details about the one-night stand and the name 
of the woman the man had a one-night stand with. The foregoing points to a sensationalist 
leaning in the coverage of the abuse which undermined the enactment of a journalism of 
compassion and solidarity with the abused. It is thus sensible to conclude that the narrative 
failed to create the proper distance needed to engender care for the abused child by its failure 
to make the abused child the centre of the narrative (Silverstone 2002).  
 
Prophet ‘rapes’, impregnates two teens…cohabits with them at his lodging 
(Appendix 6) 
 
The problem definition of the story is the raping of a form 3 school dropout from Gwanda and 
a 16-year-old teenager from Binga by Obert Mpofu, a 52 year old ‘self-proclaimed prophet’. 
The prophet   had promised the teenagers healing for their ailments. Mpofu is described as a 
‘self-proclaimed prophet’, a ‘cunning’ man who ‘failed to control his sexual desires’ and 
‘sweet talked’, ‘enticed’ and impregnated six more girls the previous year. The narrative 
emphasises that Mpofu hails form from Chipinge (a town in the Eastern Highlands of 
Zimbabwe), which according to cultural and urban legends, is home to faith healers who 
possess unparalleled supernatural powers. By claiming that Mpofu is a ‘self- proclaimed 
prophet’ the narrative exhibits scepticism about Mpofu’s prophetic calling and abilities.  In 
the absence of supernatural powers, Mpofu is depicted as an orator and a charismatic 
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individual who manipulated his victims by exploiting their fear of death. Furthermore, the 
assertion that he ‘failed to control his sexual desires’ categorically classifies him as sexual 
pervert. His sexual perversion is the causal interpretation used to explain his sexually abusive 
behaviour. The quoted accounts of the raped teenagers accounts confirm the above. 
 
She said since she arrived, she had been turned into a sex slave. “He is not working. We spend 
the entire day in the room having sex without protection and he likes blow job. He drinks a 
concoction that makes him to have a great sexual appetite. Yah sengizwile (I have had enough 
of this abuse),” she said…. A teen from Binga said she was suffering excruciating pain and was 
directed to Mpofu by her relative. But Mpofu has turned her into a sex toy. “I came here in 
January for healing and I don’t have relatives and as such we would sleep together on the 
floor. We would have sex all night long. Mpofu usually has sex with the two of us. He likes 
blow job after which we do a threesome. 
 
 
The moral evaluation of the story is contained in the negative epithets used to describe the 
abuse. The abuse is depicted as sexual enslavement and as an ‘ordeal’ which one of the 
teenagers narrated ‘in between sobs’. The metaphoric assertion that ‘it never rained for her 
but poured’ serves to emphasise the agony faced by the victims. Thus, the narrative 
cumulatively constructs the abuse as an immoral injustice spanning rape, dehumanising 
poverty and lack of prenatal health care. Pictorial evidence enhances the realism of the 
narrative by giving the abuser and abused a visual presence in the narrative. The imagery of 
Mpofu and the teenagers sitting on the floor in a barely furnished room, gives verity to the 
concluding argument about an impoverished existence. The story contains no 
treatment/recommendation regarding its problem definition, child sexual abuse. It is worth 
noting that the follow-up ‘Self-proclaimed prophet dies… teenagers whisked away’ (B-Metro 
9-15 June) reveals that no remedial action was taken to rescue the teenagers from the abusive 
situation. 
 
This story presented a missed opportunity to practise a journalistic ethic of care. Attempts 
could have been made to contact the teenager’s parents or child services to rescue the 
abused teenagers. In the instance of the 16-year-old from Binga who refused to go back, there 
was need to probe the reasons why she was refusing the safety of family and home in favour 
of an abusive relationship. Possible reasons could include the social stigma of being a rape 
victim, a child mother and anxiety about being subjected to more abusive conditions by her 
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family.  Moreover, given the lack of moral courage to report the abuse by the community, the 
reporter or the paper could have lobbied the police to investigate the prophet. After his 
death, the church should have been legally required to disclose the whereabouts of the 
teenagers. This was imperative in light of the possibility that the teenagers could have been 
subjected to further abuse, given the institutionalisation of polygamous child marriages in 
apostolic sects. A morally invested journalism could have averted the disappearance of the 
teenagers highlighted by the follow up story. Obvious parallels can be drawn between the 
moral dilemmas that attended the reporting of this story and Kevin Carter’s globally 
recognised image of an about to die Sudanese girl. Durham (2012:121) succinctly captures 
the ethical paradox thus: 
Perhaps the most famous case of media ethics in relation to children’s embodied vulnerability 
is that of the Pulitzer Prize-winning photo of a starving Sudanese girl being stalked by a vulture. 
The photojournalist, Kevin Carter, was publicly denounced for shooting the picture instead of 
helping the child; yet the photograph called global attention to the harsh truth of the 
Sudanese famine. Carter later committed suicide, partly as a result of the psychic stress of his 
involvement in this issue. This example illustrates the complexity of ethical problematics of 
media practice in relation to children’s embodied vulnerabilities. By foregrounding the moral 
imperatives at stake in the media’s engagement of these issues, we can move toward 
guidelines for progressive praxis. 
 
 
Form 1 girl married off to auntie’s hubby, flees after years of abuse (Appendix 7)  
 This story celebrates the agency of 19-year-old Estel Mzobe who legally protested being 
married off to her aunt’s husband as minor. The social prevalence of forced child marriages 
constitutes the story’s problem definition, while the causal interpretation attributes it to 
poverty, customary beliefs about conception and infertility and a family conspiracy. Details 
are that her aunt conjured about the ‘grand plan’ to marry her off after she ‘allegedly failed 
to conceive’. The aunt took Estel from the rural areas under the guise of the benevolent act 
of offering to pay her school fees. In her court defence, the aunt revealed that the extended 
family was complicit in the abuse since it consented to her husband’s request to marry Estel. 
The moral evaluation of the story emphasises the traumatic effects of the forced marriage. 
Estel’s ordeal is described as a ‘heart rending story’ that ‘blanketed the court with a sombre 
atmosphere’ and ‘brought tears to many eyes’. Her aunts are discursively constructed as 
villains who are ‘pestering’, as well as ‘physically and emotionally abusing’ Estel. Furthermore, 
the story emphasises the illegality of the forced marriage by referencing the 2016 
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constitutional court ruling that outlawed child marriages. The treatment/recommendation 
emphasises that women should assert their rights and that these rights should be socially 
respected and legally enforced.  
 
As has been hinted above, women’s agency and resilience in the face of abuse is made salient 
within the text. This is achieved via the use of active verbs to describe Estel’s legal protest of 
the child marriage. Though the text acknowledges her abuse, it eschews stereotyping her as 
the passive victim to whom bad things were done. Estel is presented as a triumphant 
protagonist actively doing things to undo an abusive arrangement. Her agency is 
foregrounded in the headline’s revelation that in an act of protest, she ‘flees after years of 
abuse’. The lead paragraph also foregrounds the theme of agency thus:  
You can recognise survivors of abuse by their courage. When silence is so inviting, they step 
forward and share their truth, so others know they aren’t alone.  
 
 Agency in this paragraph manifests as the capacity of women to survive, to be courageous, 
and in the metaphoric action of ‘stepping forward to share their truth’.  
The narrative contends that Estel belongs to this community of women who use their agency 
to change the status quo. She is depicted as exhibiting ‘unflinching candour’ while actively 
‘seeking a restraining order’ against her aunts. Additionally, the verbatim quotation of her 
aspirations serves to highlight that she possesses the agentic capacity of self-actualisation.  
She is quoted as saying “this was not what I wanted with my life. I actually wanted to finish 
school and become someone of value to myself and the community”. Further demonstration 
of the agency of women is contained in the reference to the women who inspired the 
constitutional court ban of child marriages. 
 
The ruling was triggered by an application filed by two Harare women, Loveness Mudzuru (19) 
and Ruvimbo Tsopodzi (18), who approached the court through their lawyer, challenging the 
Customary Marriages Act. They argued that it infringed on the constitutional rights of young 
girls and boys who were getting married at an early age. 
 
     
It should be noted that the celebration of agency is not complemented by an interrogation of 
the structural and contextual dynamics that engender child marriages. Such an oversight 
constitutes a form of ideological fragmentation as it obscures the social, cultural and 
economic aspects of the abuse (see Barca, 2018: 266). The emphasis on the resilience of the 
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Estel implicitly exonerates the uncle from statutory rape since the narrative does not highlight 
nor challenge why the uncle was not prosecuted for having sexual relations with a minor. The 
story only acknowledges Estel’s agency and the collective agency of her aunts and extended 
family as expressed in the decision to marry her off as a second wife. The narrative is silent 
about the fact that the uncle exhibited violent agency when he sexually abused Estel for six 
years. Acknowledgement of the uncle’s agency was relevant for purposes of accountability 
and justice given the confession that he actively approached Estel’s family with the marriage 
proposal. At a structural level, there was need to interrogate and highlight the reasons why 
Estel could not successfully challenge the abusive arrangement until she had reached majority 
age. Coincidentally, the cited constitutional challenge to child marriages was initiated by 
women who had also recently attained majority age. It is plausible to suggest that the sway 
of cultural and familial beliefs functioned to constrain Estel’s agentic capacity to challenge the 
arrangement. Economic deprivation further compounded her vulnerability since the need for 
educational funding placed her in an environment where she was exposed to abuse. the 
foregoing inference cannot be discounted as the literature confirms that “female sexual 
agency becomes more and more constrained by material circumstance” (Burnet, 2012:99).  
Thus, cultural, familial and economic conditions functioned to temporarily preclude activation 
of her individual agency. It should also be noted that law is patriarchal in s afar as it denies 
agency to minors who are thus dependent on the chivalrous goodwill of men.   It is against 
this backdrop that there was need to acknowledge the “duality of structure and agency” 
(Giddens 1984;) within the narrative. The narratives’ one-dimensional focus on the agency of 
the victim, sidestepped the structural conditions of the abuse and ignored the agency of the 
sexual abuser.  A more balanced view about the interplay of structure and agency would have 
better served the anti-child marriage agenda and facilitated the quest for accountability, 
justice and social reform.     
 
Sodom and Gomorrah (Appendix 8) 
This story narrates about how Thembekile Ncube (37) was having extra marital sex with an 
unnamed boyfriend in the presence of her three children (8, 13 and 16 years of age). The 
problem definition of the story is the psychological abuse experienced by the minors because 
of repeated exposure to explicit acts of sexual intercourse. The causal interpretation identifies 
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the moral depravity of the woman as the cause of the abuse. The Sodom and Gomorrah 
headline establishes an intertextual relationship between the depicted events and the biblical 
account of the two cities which perished as a result of divine judgement against sexual 
immorality. The use of the headline illustrates the paradigmatic status of the Sodom and 
Gomorrah motif in Judaeo-Christian and secular discourses about sexual immorality. The use 
of a bold type face delineates it as the mental schema within which the reader should 
interpret the narrative.  Within such a discursive framing, the moral evaluation of the story 
constructs Thembekile’s actions as morally deviant. Her nomination as “married woman” and 
the reference to “her husband” in the story connote that her actions violated the norm of 
fidelity, that sexual activity should be confined to the institution of marriage. The analogous 
headline implies that her sexual infidelity is equally as immoral and condemnable as that of 
Sodom and Gomorrah. Within such a view, here actions are thus constructed as attracting 
and deserving of the punishment that was meted on Sodom and Gomorrah. 
 
The lexical characterisation of her actions as “lewd and lascivious exhibitions…shenanigans” 
functions to register the moral evaluation of the story. Furthermore, the assertion that “she 
didn’t show any remorse” but “brazenly admitted to sleeping with her boyfriend for a while 
in the presence of her children and bragged about it”,  establishes her as the villain of the 
narrative. The statement that she declined all attempts to telephonically interview her, 
creates the impression that she was eschewing media scrutiny of her actions because she’s 
was cognisant of their shamefulness. The image of a sobbing husband who wanted to commit 
suicide and children who no longer want to stay with her and the filing of a child abuse case 
against her at the Bulawayo magistrates court unequivocally construct her action as being 
immoral. The narrative contains no explicit treatment/recommendation as to how this to 
Sodom and Gomorrah situation can be resolved. 
 
Though the narrative highlights the abusive and immoral nature of Thembekile’s’ actions, it 
detracts from that by lexically casting aspersions on the veracity of depicted events. The 
author describes the reality as “an incident that sounds more like a far-fetched soap opera 
plot than real life” and as a “larger than life story”. The unintended effect of this sis that it 
engenders scepticism about the realism of the narrative and would thus promote readers’ 
indifference to what had been previously defined as a problem of moral depravity. The 
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narrative also fleetingly mentions that Thembekile was emboldened by the possession of a 
protection order police issued against her husband.  The husband is quoted as “saying she 
even threatened to report me to the police if I continued questioning her saying I was violating 
contents of the protection order which spells that I should not verbally and emotionally abuse 
her”. The narrative fails to interrogate the circumstances which occasioned the need for a 
protection order. The husband’s acknowledgement that the order bars him from verbally and 
emotionally abusing her is an implicit confession to domestically abusing Thembekile. Yet the 
narrative only focuses on how Thembekile’s actions psychologically abuse her children. The 
above omission is a form of ideological fragmentation since it is improbable that the husband 
only verbally and emotionally abused the mother and spared the children.  Such an oversight 
is attributable to the narrative’s construction of the mother as the villain of the story. 
Additionally, the story thus exhibits a masculinist orientation when it states that Thembekile’s 
son was “fed up with her shenanigans of leasing his father’s sexual goodies to another man”.  
The phrase expresses the sexist view that women’s bodies are men’s property and objects for 
male sexual gratification. Thus, the article’s framing precludes the interrogation of the 
interconnectedness between the psychological abuse of the children by the mother and the 
domestic abuse of the mother by the father. There was need for such an interrogation given 
the recognition within the literature that “children subjected to child abuse are often exposed 
to other forms of risk, including co-occurring exposure to domestic violence” (Herrenkohl et 
al, 2008:84).    
 
Man punishes stepdaughter to death (Appendix 9) 
This relatively short article recounts how a 40-year-old man “severely thrashed his epileptic 
stepdaughter with a stick all over the body before forcing her to sit in boiling water, leading 
to her death”. The headline and the lead sentence function to foreground violent infanticide 
as the story’s problem definition. The nomination of the infant as the “stepdaughter” in 
addition to its apparent informative function performs the explanatory work of being the 
causal interpretation of the story. The implied proposition is that the man’s cruel and violent 
actions are attributable to the lack of a biological (and by extension emotional) bond with the 
infant. The insinuation is that if the child was his, the man would have acted otherwise. The 
pronoun ‘man’ also serves to indicate that violent masculinity is the cause of the infant’s 
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death. The story contains no explicit moral evaluation but the image of a screaming “child 
wriggling in pain” and neighbours rushing her to hospital “where she succumbed to burn 
wounds” renders the action as an immoral act. This is confirmed by the neighbours’ citizen’s 
arrest of the stepfather and the Lupane magistrate’s verdict that his actions were worthy of 
a custodial remand sentence. The story is also ambiguous regarding the 
treatment/recommendation though it is plausible to infer that the prosecution of the 
stepfather is taken to be the requisite corrective and punitive action. The story demonstrates 
the practice of the ethic of care by the male neighbour who responds to the child’s agonising 
screams. The collective action of arresting Ncube is a communal expression of compassion 
and illustrates that an ethic of care is possible, both as a personal and social disposition.  
 
Conclusion 
This chapter presented a discourse analytic discussion of the B-Metro’s mediations of child 
abuse. The analysis focused on the editorial commentary and the reportage of children’s 
maltreatment. The analysis reveals that the tabloid’s representations of child abuse are 
underpinned by a human rights discourse that manifests in the emphasis of the 
unconstitutionality and criminality of child abuse. This is consistent with the context of 
production findings presented in the previous chapter which revealed that child abuse is 
framed from a human rights and legal frame. The editorial discourse identifies the ethic of 
care and the ethic of voice as being instrumental in the fight against child abuse. The 
undercutting theme is that failure to exercise a care ethic and to speak out against abuse, 
effectively renders society as being complicit in the abuse of children. The analysis however 
shows that commentary and reportage is not always successful in creating the proper 
distance necessary of the enactment of an ethic of care towards abused children. Reasons for 
this include ideological fragmentation that results from a patriarchal, gendered and 
heteronormative conception of child care and sexual abuse. Thus, though the tabloid 
discourse constructs child care as a social and moral imperative, this duty is largely limited to 
biological mothers and fathers and thus discounts certain types of parenthood. Children who 
are subjected to homosexual abuse are thus discursively excluded because their abuse 
transgresses heteronormative conceptions of sexually appropriate behaviour. Thus, the B-
Metro’s mediations of child abuse do not always create the necessary proper distance needed 
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for the successful enactment of an ethic of care towards abused children. Additionally, most 
of the narratives do not account for the structural conditions that engender abuse like poverty 
and customary practices and the interconnectedness between child abuse and other forms 
of abuse. A sensationalist leaning also functions to compromise the moral work that is 






















 Chapter 6: A reception analysis of the B-Metro’s child abuse discourse 
 
Introduction  
This chapter explores how the B-Metro’s readership decodes the tabloid’s mediations of child 
abuse. It further discusses the kinds of moral agency enacted by the readers in response to 
the child abuse narratives. Central to the analysis is the recognition that for a media text to: 
Have an ‘effect’ (however defined), satisfy a ‘need’ or be put to a ‘use’, it must first be 
appropriated as a meaningful discourse and be meaningfully decoded. It is this set of decoded 
meanings which ‘have an effect’, influence, entertain, instruct or persuade, with very complex 
perceptual, cognitive, emotional, ideological or behavioural consequences (Hall 1980:199). 
 
The analysis is organised thematically and links the focus group data to the study’s major 
theoretical concepts. Analysis of the findings revolves around the concepts of mediation, 
media witnessing, proper distance, realism, and the ethic of care. Following methodological 
trends within the literature, the enactment of readers moral agency is organised according to 
a typology  of witnessing (Kyriakidou 2015; Chouliaraki, 2006; Ashuri & Pinchevski, 2009; 
Boltanski, 1999).  
 
The B-Metro, everyday politics and everyday people 
As Hall indicates above, the capacity of a media text to satisfy a need is contingent on the act 
of interpretation. Equally, interpretation presupposes exposure to a media text and media 
exposure cannot be severed from the motivations that prompt individuals to expose 
themselves to certain type of media. When probed about their motivations for reading the B-
Metro, respondents emphasised that the B-Metro resonates with their sense of being and 
lived experience.  
The B-Metro comes to the locations, to the community…the issues that affect the community 
are not covered by the Daily News, Chronicle & Newsday; they just follow public figures. B-
Metro comes to the community and you get to know what's happening in the community. You 
get to know about domestic issues which you weren't aware of (FG1, Respondent 3).  
 
 The B-Metro caters for all people, doesn't discriminate. it has space for ordinary people. If 
you look at Chronicle or Newsday, they are too formal (FG1, Respondent 2).  
 I don't like politics; I like the tabloid type of news. I love the B-Metro… For example, 
Nhlalwenhle writes about how to please your man (laughter) we can relate, its African. If you 
look at the Chronicle even their leisure section is European (FG3, Respondent 3).  
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The other thing that catches my attention is that the stories are about us black people. You 
even find stories about witchcraft (FG3, Respondent 4). 
…. their style, their language is not formal...and the issue of age, it accommodates the youth 
(FG2, Respondent 4). 
Chronicle and the mainstream papers seem to focus on being seen as politically correct by the 
government. That's why most of the time they are reporting what the president is doing and 
so forth. To the extent that for an ordinary person to appear in the Chronicle, aah it will take 
a miracle. B-Metro is for the common people. (FG2, Respondent 1). 
The foregoing responses lend support to the view that identity is central to the choice and 
use of media (Strelitz, 2002). Respondents’ assertions that the B-Metro’s content is consonant 
with their Africanity, youthfulness and their status as ‘ordinary persons’, illustrates the nexus 
between identity and media consumption. Thus, the B-Metro’s appeal derives from its 
accommodation of racial, cultural, demographic and class identities of those who feel their 
sense of being is negated by mainstream media. Such a posture validates the view that 
tabloids act as “a locus of contestation” (Wasserman 2010:123), where consumption of the 
B-Metro is an act of protest against the exclusionary elitism and political partisanship of the 
mainstream media.  It is evident from the above that the B-Metro’s allure emanates from its 
capacity to enable the enactment of the politics of everyday life, as well as a politics of 
belonging which derives from an imagined and experiential sense of community. The 
lamentation that it would take a miracle to see an ordinary person in the mainstream media, 
speaks to the “ ‘common people’s’ yearning for their social existence to find a discursive 
existence in the symbolic world of media” (Wasserman, 2011:3). 
 
However, some respondents displayed an ambivalent if not dismissive attitude towards the 
B-Metro’s articulations of everyday politics and the forms of sociality that it engenders. This 
attitudinal disposition was most pronounced among occasional readers of the paper, their 
responses are captured below.  
 
I just want to comment on the reason why I don't read the paper that often... I feel most of 
the issues that are covered by the B-Metro are not developmental issues, they're don't make 




Sometimes I read it after 5 weeks because the stories are not changing… why would you put 
a nude picture on the front page? There are no classifieds in that paper I need to benefit from 
those things…I haven't seen any news about the goodness of our city, Bulawayo, I haven't 
seen any developmental stories e.g. our mayor has done this and that etc (FG5, Respondent1). 
 
 
The foregoing responses demonstrate that the scepticism about the developmental value of 
tabloids is not limited to academic discourse but also finds currency in public discourse. At 
the level of public discourse, the contestation is not neatly divided between those readers 
who are sympathetic to and those who are apathetic to tabloid media. The scepticism 
manifests even among consumers of tabloid media. Some readers of the B-Metro emphasised 
that its attraction derives from its focus on ordinary people and the politics of the everyday. 
Paradoxically, some readers acknowledged the escapist function of the B-Metro but exhibited 
scepticism about its oft celebrated counter hegemonic role. Some commended the B-metro 
for publishing content that speaks to their identity as Africans, yet some condemned its 
content as being contrary to their African sense of being. Furthermore, some applauded the 
tabloid for its focus on everyday social issues while others lamented the same as trivial and 
non-developmental. The difference in the attitudinal dispositions of the B-Metro’s readership 
is to be expected given the empirical fact of the “variability of media use” (Couldry, 
Livingstone & Markham, 2007:88).  
 
Readers’ perceptions of the realism of the B-Metro’s narratives 
The notion that the media is a mirror of society is a contested yet prevalent motif in 
normative, culturalist and democratic understandings of media (O’ Sullivan et al 1994:262-
263; Denasi 2009:253). At the core of the debate is the question of whether media accurately 
reflect or constructs reality (Hall 1997:24-28). Closely related to the above, is the question of 
adequacy. Here the concern is whether mediated reality captures social reality in its entirety 
(van der Spuy, 2008:97-97). Belief in the veracity of news accounts assumes greater 
importance when people are expected to act on the mediated realities. Within the context of 
this study, readers’ perceptions about the realism of the B-Metro’s representations of child 
abuse are important as they have a bearing on how readers respond to the narratives. Some 
respondents were convinced of the truthfulness of the B-Metro’s stories, while others 
expressed scepticism about the authenticity of the B-Metro’s content. The scepticism was 
attributed to the tabloid’s proclivity for the supernatural, sensationalism and the socially 
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prevalent moral panics about tabloid media. The following excerpts capture respondents’ 
perceptions of the truth value of the B-Metro’s reportage.  
I used to read B-Metro, but I didn't believe some of the stories, so I have since stopped reading 
it (FG6, Respondent1). 
Take this headline here, stepmom inserts sticks into children's privates. I'm just wondering if 
this is for real or this is something that was just published just to sell the paper. I read it to 
verify if reality is stranger than fiction (FG6, Respondent 3). 
I don't know if these are real stories... maybe they give us a heads up about what is going on 
in our community, like witchcraft (FG4, Respondent 3). 
Writing stories is someone’s job, would they write something that is not true? Why would 
they waste my time? (FG4, Respondent 2). 
it’s an eye opener particularly about religion out there. Like this prophet who went around 
telling people he heals yet he was abusing them. These stories make me worried. Just like 
the story of this woman who sold her daughter, teaches you that such things really happen 
(FG4, Respondent3). 
Some respondents confessed to having repented of their previous doubts about the 
truthfulness of the B-Metro’s content after they noticed that mainstream papers were also 
publishing stories similar to the B-Metro’s tabloid content. One respondent’s doubts were 
dispelled after a practising journalist confirmed the veracity of the stories. 
Initially I thought the stories were bizarre and farfetched but when I started seeing the same 
type of stories in the Chronicle that's when I started believing it... before they sounded more 
like fiction (FG3, Respondent 1). 
I also used to think that the stories that come out in the B- Metro are outright lies until a lady 
that I go to church with went for attachment at the B- Metro and she confirmed that the 
stories are true. When I come across the stories, I read them because now I know they really 
happened (FG3, Respondent 6). 
Reader’s beliefs about the veracity of the media representations matter because “trust is a 
precondition for the audience to pass judgment” (Ashuri & Pinchevski, 2009:141).  
 
Tabloid sensationalism as (im)proper distance  
As previously indicated in the theory chapter, the media’s success in cultivating an ethic of 
care depends on its ability to create proper distance between witnesses of mediated suffering 
and the suffering (Silverstone, 2007). Similarly, the creation of proper distance depends on 
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whether the representations succeed in portraying the suffering other as worthy of the 
attention, care and action of those who vicariously experience the suffering via the media. 
 Improper distance is when the media amplifies rather than fails to bridge the geographic, 
cultural and social distance between the vulnerable and the secure. The study’s findings 
indicate that for culturally and morally conservative readers, the very fact that the B-Metro is 
a tabloid, creates improper distance, i.e. it compromises its ability to cultivate a disposition 
to care about abused children among its potential readership. Respondents specifically took 
issue with the sexist nature of its content. The common view was that the highly sexualised 
B-Metro babe, negates from the tabloid’s efforts to highlight the endemic nature of child 
sexual abuse.  
...Even the B-Metro itself, it's not a good read for kids, you find that the first page of this B 
Metro which is talking about child abuse has a nude picture, has a story about people having 
sex in the bush. I discourage my own kids from reading the B-Metro. They just write this to 
sell the paper. The Metro should have a no under 18 age restriction (FG3, Respondent 3). 
… why would you put a nude picture on the front page? how do you send your child to buy 
the newspaper knowing they will see semi naked women on the front page, that is not a part 
of our African culture (FG5, Respondent1). 
Some respondents demonstrated reflexivity when they attributed their misgivings about the 
sensationalist nature of the B-Metros’ reportage to culture shock and ignorance about tabloid 
media conventions.  
Maybe I’m yet to understand this tabloid journalism thing. They take serious issues and 
trivialize them (FG3, Respondent 1).  
Child abuse happens but it's the way they write about it, they trivialize it. If it had been written 
by another paper it would be taken more seriously (FG5, Respondent 1). 
 
There's nothing wrong with that paper I think the only problem is that the people in Bulawayo 
have up to now only known one paper, the Chronicle. I don't see anything wrong with the 
stories they are effective… if people would read the same story in the Chronicle, they would 
believe it because they're loyal to the Chronicle like I said (FG5, Respondent 4). 
 
 
In this instance, what militates against the tabloid’s intentions to highlight child abuse, is not 
the question of realism but how the real is represented. The data reveals that the B-Metro’s 
(in)ability to create (im)proper distance is relative to the reader’s personal convictions about 
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tabloid sensationalism. Similarly, whether the reportage inspires care and concern about 
vulnerable children is contingent on the subjectivity of the reader.  
 
Readers’ reflexivity about the adequacy of the B-Metro’s child abuse 
reportage 
 
Readers reflexivity about the B-Metro’s reportage was demonstrated in their ability to make 
attributional readings of the stories. “Attributional readings recognize the constructed nature 
of the text, and draw attention to textual and aesthetic characteristics, such as conventions 
of performance, narrative expectations, and intertextual codes” (Michelle, 2007:186). One 
respondent took issue with the tabloid’s overreliance on the courts for rape stories. 
 
… stories of rape are too much. are they the only stories they should write about?... Should 
they only write about court stories? maybe it's necessary for awareness but is that the only 
thing that you can write about.… I don’t think news is only about crime (FG5, Respondent 1). 
 
 Furthermore, respondents indicated that the stories are wanting in terms of supplying the 
requisite information needed to adequately comprehend the reported incidents of abuse. 
The following response to Grade six pupil falls pregnant (B-Metro 28 april-4 May 2018) 
illustrates the preceding observation.  
There are some things that reporters leave out. For example, the story about a grade 6 pupil 
who falls pregnant, it says it’s the pastor who discovered that she was pregnant because she 
was no longer active. The question that arises is the people who were staying with this child, 
the parents couldn't notice that she was pregnant. They should have supplied us with 
information about who was the guardian of that child (FG3, Respondent 4).  
Similar concerns were expressed in another focus group in response to the Prophet ‘rapes’, 
impregnates two teens, cohabits with them at his lodgings story (B-Metro 26 May — 1 June 
2017).  
 
I’d be interested to know what happened to the prophet, was he jailed? maybe it’s asking too 
much of the B-Metro but I would want to know what happened to the kids, was there any 
intervention, was there any child protection organization that took the children or is there a 
way people can contribute towards helping these girls?  Maybe it’s asking too much from the 
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B-Metro, it's not their mission. I’ve heard of the problem, but I would also have loved to hear 
of the solution (FG2, Respondent R1).  
 
The forgoing response echoes the conclusion of the textual analysis of this story in the 
previous chapter that the situation of these girls presented a missed opportunity to enact the 
ethic of care by intervening and rescuing the girls form the abusive arrangement (see chapter 
5 for a more detailed discussion). Other respondents lamented that the tabloid’s diction and 
brazen writing style undermines the capacity of the stories to convict readers about the need 
to act against child abuse.   
I think they generally make the narrative descriptive so that you can identify with the narrative 
but unfortunately, they don't convict. In some cases, they’re just entertainment. I don't know 
if that is the purpose of the tabloid press, that it should just entertain and we overlook the 
seriousness of this issue.  They should write the stories with a sense of conviction and 
condemn these acts (FG6, Respondent 4)  
I want to add to what he said. The tenor of the articles… these are serious issues that society 
should know about and be thinking about.  but the register they use, it's not the kind of 
register that would make me take the article seriously.  I'm looking at a one-night stand baby 
...to me it doesn't say this is a story that I should read and be serious about. I’m also looking 
at this cop who was turning his niece into a sex slave story, the introduction says his agility 
between the sheets has turned his niece into a sex crazed girl. It's like we're celebrating the 
behaviour of the man, we’re saying here is a man. If the B-Metro itself is using such register 
they are actually saying that we should take these issues lightly, read about them and forget 
(FG6, Respondent 3). 
 
Readers’ sentimentality and judgement as the exercise of moral agency 
  
The study set out to inquire into the kinds of moral agency exhibited by the B-Metro’s 
readership when they encounter representations of child abuse. At this juncture in the 
argument, it is necessary to reiterate the understanding of morality that informs this study. 
Morality is here understood as an empirical category as opposed to a normative one. 
Consequently, morality concerns “what people actually do when confronted with mediations 
of suffering and not what they ought to do in response to the mediations (Kyriakidou, 
2011:13)”. What people do in response to representation of suffering others has been 
conceptualised as “action at a distance” (Thompson. 1995:100).  Action at distance typically 
consists of emotion, judgement and behaviour directed towards the suffering of others. It is 
worth noting that when emotion is used in the foregoing manner it assumes a moral 
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character. “Moral emotions are those emotions that are linked to the interests or welfare 
either of society as a whole or at least of persons other than the judge or agent” (Haidt, 
2003:853). The succeeding sections presents a typology of witnessing that captures reader’s 
moral reactions to the B-Metro’s mediations of child abuse. 
 
Sentimental witnessing 
Readers exhibited varied emotional responses and by extension varying moral stances vis-a- 
vis the abuse of children. Responses oscillated between compassion and indignation.  
Regarding compassion, respondents confessed to feeling bad, touched, traumatised and 
pained by the representations of child abuse.  
 
…you feel so bad because you live in a community full of perverts who don't care about the 
rights of other human beings. People who do such things, their conscience would be dead. it 
touches you (FG1, Respondent 1) 
 
This is painful. When you hear murder and rape statistics you think it’s just figures. But when 
it happens in your society that's when you see it's real. (FG1, Respondent 2) 
 
This story is a touching story because one, they are married, why would the woman strangle 
the child, I don't know if it's their first or second child...you may not be able to fend for your 
child but how many children later become presidents and public figures who came from poor 
backgrounds. Most sports stars come from a poor background (FG1, Respondent 3). 
 
The following account by a female respondent epitomises readers’ compassionate reactions 
to mediations of child maltreatment.  
 
We’re all becoming monsters, there's a B-Metro story about social media audio circulating of 
a woman beating a four-year-old child (Mhaka 4/5/18). I was traumatized when I listened to 
the audio, I would literally cry because I would picture my child and ask myself would I be 
doing that to my child. Every time my child cried, I’d ask myself that if a mother can do that to 
her child, who's going to protect our children. children are not safe anymore. Makes me think 
that if I die, who will take care of my kids (FG3, Respondent 1) 
 
 
Empathy, crying and the reference to trauma bear testimony to a heightened sense of 
emotional investment in the welfare of children. As previously alluded to above, readers 
sentimentality was also expressed as indignation. The references to being angry and appalled 
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by child abuse in the following excerpts, illustrate an indignant reading of the child abuse 
stories.  
I want to talk about this story about this man who had two wives and 16 children who was 
told by a Sangoma to sleep with his child. Such stories make me angry, usually its parents that 
abuse their children or people that can be trusted. Like this story of this woman who kidnaps 
her neighbour’s kid for her husband to rape her and infect her with HIV. That's unacceptable 
because these kids are under our care for us to nurture them. When it’s now us who harm the 
children, it's very bad (FG3, Respondent 3).  
…The form one girl married off to aunt's hubby story... What caught my attention is that I 
thought this was a cultural practice that no longer existed in 2018. As I read the article, I 
wanted to find out how could it be in 2018 that this was still happening. I was astonished by 
the fact that the family actually sat down and agreed to marry off the girl without her 
consent... I'm appalled to think that in this day and age that there are people that abuse 
children physically and sexually in this manner…Cop turns niece seventeen into sex slave. I'm 
expecting this law enforcing agent to be the one protecting the children but if he's the one 
violating their right who's going to protect these kids? (FG6, Respondent 3). 
 
Denunciative witnessing 
Respondents also acted as moral agents when they passed judgement regarding the scourge 
of child abuse. Denunciation was the typical moral stance taken by most respondents. It 
should be noted that sentimentality and denunciation are not mutually exclusive but are 
mutually constitutive. The distinction that is made between the two is only analytical but not 
empirical. A nuanced reading of the responses cited under sentimental witnessing will reveal 
that they also contain denunciative elements. References to ‘perverts who do not care about 
other people’, monsters and people with a dead conscience, are all judgments about the 
immoral nature of child abusers. What sets the responses cited in this section apart from the 




… I think what these stories are showing us is that people are enjoying being abusive we are a 
society of paedophiles. I'm looking at this uncle was sleeping with a 17-year-old who goes on 
to say that because of his prowess between the sheets the girl is now pestering him. The uncle 
has turned this girl into a sex addict... this has nothing to do with poverty but a sick mind. I'm 
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looking at this stepmother who's in setting sticks into the privates of her stepchildren. Poverty 
has got nothing to do with this. She's just being inhumane; she's just being evil maybe she's 
expressing her own sexual needs and feels she cannot experiment elsewhere except with 
these children. This is a sick society that needs to be cured of this sickness (FG6, Respondent 
3). 
The reference to a society of paedophiles, a sick mind, being inhumane, being evil and the 
conclusion that ‘this is a sick society that needs to be cured of this sickness’ cumulatively 
denounce child abuse as being an immoral, unjustifiable and undesirable social pathology. 
Denunciative witnessing also manifested as the identification and condemnation of a 
perpetrator responsible for the abuse (Ashuri& Pinchevski, 2009: 146). In this instance 
denunciation figures as the attribution of blame. The following response to Prophet ‘rapes’, 
impregnates two teens story (B-Metro 26 May — 1 June 2017) illustrates the above.  
 it's unfortunate that this prophet died, he should have faced his sentence. He didn't only take 
their virginity, he destroyed them. He was sick and we all know what sickness it was (aids)and 
both of them were pregnant. they were not only left with the burden of a sickness but a sick 
child as well. There's no love that these girls will give to the child because of what it 
represents, it's a constant reminder of the abuse… it's also going to be abused, it will be a 
chain of abuse. Even if these girls would go home, the treatment that they're going to get for 
being sick (infected with AIDS), the stigma. They will be shunned and they will no longer be 
able to play with their age mates. other kids will be told she's got loose morals don't play with 
her. These kids need to counselled, because they are no longer kids. Yes, they are children but 
they won’t be treated like children and they have to bring up a child without a father, a sick 
child. The other one is 6 months pregnant but she has not gone for antenatal care to prevent 
mother-to-child transmission. So, it's not only him killing her, he also killed the unborn child. 
I also blame the parents for not doing a following up. As a parent you must ask yourself where 
is my girl. You can’t tell me that... from Gwanda to Bulawayo its $5...that I can’t get $5 to come 
and fetch my child. As a caring mother or family, they could have reported to the police, and 
the police would have gone to get that child. And the government is always saying they 
protect the girl child. Just a phone call, the police in Gwanda could have called Bulawayo 
Central police station and Central police station would have called Nkulumane police 
station and the police in Nkulumane would have gone to get that child and placed her in 
childcare before transporting the child back to the parents (FG4, Respondent 4). 
 
The above response is denunciative since the remark that the abusive prophet ‘should have 
faced his sentence’ connotes that his actions were criminal. The abuse is denounced for its 
devastating effects that include disease, subsequent stigmatisation of the rape victims and 
the loss of their innocence. Denunciation also figures as the lamentation of the parent’s 
failure to rescue the girls; their inaction is interpreted as making them complicit in the abuse 
of their children. Denunciation in this instance, becomes verbal “violence at a distance” 
(Boltanski, 1999:57) that is directed at a perceived persecutor.  
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Anxious witnessing  
In this mode of witnessing respondents exhibited fear and dismay regarding the mediated 
and social reality of child abuse. This type of response shares affinity with the view that 
“children at risk” discourses engender moral panic in those who encounter them (MacDonald, 
2003:109). Focus group data confirms that anxiety is a recurrent motif in readers’ reception 
of the B-metro’s mediations of child abuse.  
It gives you fear you lose trust in people around you. If I leave my kids with the maid, are they 
safe with the maid? (FG3, Respondent 2) 
…were all becoming monsters, there's a B-Metro story about social media audio circulating of 
a woman beating a four-year-old child (Mhaka 4/5/18). I was traumatized when I listen to the 
audio, I would literally cry because I would picture my child and ask myself would I be doing 
that to my child. Every time my child cried id ask myself if a mother can do that to her child, 
who's going to protect our children. Children are not safe anymore. Makes me think that if I 
die, will my children be subjected to this kind of abuse that are reading about? FG3 (R1) 
It’s an eye opener particularly about religion out there. Like this prophet who went around 
telling people he heals yet he was abusing children. These stories make me worried…just like 
the story of this, woman who sold her daughter, teaches you that such things really happen 
(FG4, Respondent 3). 
It makes me feel defensive about my children. You feel helpless you never know your child 
might be someone's wife at a bar. On the other hand, you think your husband is being a father 
to your children, yet he’s the one was abusing the children. I once read a story in the B Metro 
and it really haunted me. A couple had a five-year-old child and the mother would wake up in 
the morning to go and sweep the yard and the father would rape the infant. It pained me 
because my child was also five years old at the time. You feel so helpless because when I leave 
my children with their father, I'll be assuming that they are safe (FG3, Respondent 3)  
... You might find that the family sits to discuss the issue and the child confirms the abuse. 
Someone might say if the uncle is arrested our lives will change since he's the breadwinner. 
We should look beyond bread and butter issues and ask ourselves what kind of society are we 
creating. A society of abusers? That's very fundamental because if we raise abusers, abuse 
won’t stop. The abused will abuse others. It'll take years to correct these things. if a 
Breadwinner is an abuser, he must face the music, full stop (FG1, Respondent 1)!  
 
The confession you don’t know who to trust, the assertion of the inevitability of child abuse, 
concerns about child safety, apprehension about father danger and the question of what 




Reception analysis data points to a gendered perception of child abuse and thus corroborates 
context of production data which confirmed the same. Respondents discussions of children’s’ 
vulnerability to abuse exclusively focused on the girl child and made no mention of boys’ 
vulnerability to abuse. The following conversation about the Prophet rapes teens story, is a 
case in point. 
Actually, the girl child is a target for these spiritual people, self-styled prophets, nangas and 
so forth. There’s the social belief that if you sleep with a young girl you get power. I can 
imagine how many prophets believe if you sleep with a young girl you get power...cause if 
they wanted sex why don’t they look for an adult woman. They target minors because of 
superstitious beliefs (FG2, Respondent 1).  
In our society people look up to the so-called man of god and they take advantage, it goes 
back to the issue of psychological manipulation. Probably the girls believed that if they sleep 
with him, they'll be healed. where were the parents of these girls, when they were taken by a 
stranger until they were pregnant? Prophets abuse their power, when the prophet says do 
this people don't challenge them, especially women (FG2, Respondent 4).  
Question: What do others think of the point he's raising that women are more vulnerable to 
these self-styled prophets? 
Most definitely women have unique problems like the example of the uterus. if women can't 
afford to seek medical attention and someone comes and says im able to cure you, they'll go 
for that. if you go to the hospital, they want money and you are not employed, probably 
there's poverty at home and he says come with me I can give you food, they'll follow such a 
person (FG2, Respondent 1). 
The above responses might be faulted for promoting the stereotypical view that women are 
more impressionable than men. It is worth noting that female respondents corroborated the 
view that girls were more susceptible to manipulation and abuse in religious groupings.   
People are always seeking salvation; the saying says it’s not known what made the pig fat.  
You find that a woman will be having problems with her husband, she'll seek advice from her 
pastor, community leader, doctor, from anyone who can offer advice about what to do. If you 
look at churches, they're full of women we’re all looking for salvation, have different 
motivations for going to church. One is sick, another is looking for marriage, another wants to 
fix their marriage. that's why they take advantage of us because they know were looking for 
help (FG2, Respondent 2).  
A prophet is someone I respect. If my mother said something that contradicts what a prophet 
says, I would go with what the prophet said. If a prophet is not trustworthy our world is 
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doomed... Now that they are doing outrageous things, trust is gone. If I have a problem and I 
run to a pastor and he says sleep with me first…how can we live in such an environment? (FG4, 
Respondent 1).  
A gendered view of abuse is also evident in the anxiety about father danger that was discussed 
in the previous section about anxious witnessing. The assumption that child abuse is a 
masculine immorality finds support in the observation that respondents’ definitions of child 
abuse were gender neutral whereas the discussion of the stories emphasised the vulnerability 
of the girl child to the neglect of the boy child. Thus, the invincibility of the female paedophile 
and the homosexual abuse of boys speaks to the prevalence of heteronormative social 
imaginary.  
Critical witnessing 
In this mode of witnessing, respondents demonstrated “reflective scepticism” (Lai, 2011:6) 
about the validity of the explanations of child abuse contained within the B-Metro’s articles. 
This critical posturing manifested in respondent’s disagreement about where the blame for 
child abuse lies and the adequacy of interventions meant to eradicate it. The following excerpt 
about the Business man acquitted for raping girl (13) (B Metro 24-30 June 2016) is an example 
of the above.  
…. take this story of this man who says he didn't know and never bothered to ask her age and 
slept with the girl because of the size of her body. He thought she was of legal age when she 
was 13. I find it odd that a court of law could buy that (FG3, Respondent 4).  
I have a relative who was in a similar case, charged with sleeping with a minor. He asked the 
Magistrate if someone who is 20 years old wouldn’t be allowed into a bar and the Magistrate 
said there would be no reason not to. The accused then said I met her in a bar and she told 
me she was 20 and look at the size of her body…. he was acquitted. So, when it comes out in 
the paper, I can relate to it (FG3, Respondent 2). 
Question: So, what's your response to what she said about the magistrate acquitting the 
accused because he said he was misled by her big body? 
It says something about this society that we live in. Back in the days, we never lied about the 
age. If you meet someone at a bar, a bar is a no under 18 area, and she said she was 20 would 
you query it? As ladies we say that men abuse us but we are accomplices in our own abuse, 
we lie about our age… I think now abnormal things are normal. I'm a teacher, and there was 
a case where students locked a teacher in the storeroom demanding that he have sex with 
them. The incident was reported to the school authorities. Our children do this sometimes 
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they deliberately want to be in a relationship with someone they know to be older than them. 
I think they need counselling (FG3, respondent 3).  
There's a lady that I know was also famous similar situation.  She would call her boyfriend old 
man, she lied to her boyfriend told him she was she was 21, yet she was underage.  She was 
going out with someone who was 40 and she was 15. They had a baby but the case was never 
reported… what I want to say is, what are we doing as parents, why was that child in this story 
at a bar? (FG3, Respondent 6). 
 It says here they would go out for outings and she drank beer like an adult though he’d seen 
her in school uniform (FG3, Respondent 4). 
I think when the magistrate acquitted him, he considered the circumstances (FG3, 
Respondent2). 
But this man would be with this child the whole night, the mother knew about this (FG3, 
Respondent 3).  
But we've heard of vuzu parties, a child leaves home in school uniform under the pretext of 
going to school for extra lessons. where would the mother be where she's going? (FG3, 
Respondent 1). 
When this man discovered that the child was a minor, he then paid the mother $500 so 
probably in court she testified that the men could have been deceived by the size of her body 
(FG3, Respondent 4). 
 
The respondents problematisation of the presumed innocence of children and their objection 
to the assumption that abused children lack agency is evidence of a critical witnessing 
posture. The discussion demonstrates that children demonstrate agency when they lie about 
their age and choose to be in age restricted adult environments and willingly engage in sexual 
activity. The acknowledgment of children’s agency disrupts the common sensical view that 
children’s victimhood is an inevitable outcome of their innocence. “This discourse of 
innocence is extremely resistant to challenges, whether logical, experiential, evidential or 
otherwise…. childhood has become a moral rhetoric that can legitimize anything without 
actually having to explain it” (Meyer, 2007 :89, 98). Respondents search for a more convincing 
explanation of why the businessman was (or shouldn’t have been) acquitted, as well as the 
debate about whether the rape should be attributed to the mother’s failure to provide 
parental guidance or the child’s own conscious decisions, qualifies the above as critical 
witnessing. Its criticality emanates from its refusal to accept the simplistic view that “because 
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it is children” (ibid:99) no other explanation is needed. Respondents also exhibited critical 
witnessing when they challenged the idea that structure (poverty, economy, religion) 
supersedes agency when accounting for abuse.  The following exchanges about the Bed your 
daughter, Sangoma advises polygamist (B Metro 20-26 January 2017) story is a case in point. 
The Sangoma is the one who's wrong (FG3, Respondent 3) 
but as an individual no matter who says what there are somethings you can't do.  For 
example, I can't go and strip in front of my father because Sangoma said so. (FG3, 
Respondent 2) 
Religion is the most powerful thing that someone can use against you or for you. 
People believe in things that might even kill them. How many people have drowned 
because they believe Rivers will wash away their bad luck? You'll find that this man's 
wife knew that the Sangoma had said her husband should sleep with her daughter 
and she kept quiet. that woman was afraid because it was the sangoma’s instruction. 
we believe in Prophets, if the prophet tells me to seed my salary, I will do so because 
it's my belief. it’s the Sangoma who was wrong here it was he manipulated this man 
(FG3, Respondent 3) 
The Sangoma only advised the man he did not hold a gun to his head. At the end of 
the day he could have refused the prophet’s advice but he preferred riches over his 
daughter. it's a decision he made; we can't really blame the Sangoma for this (FG3, 
Respondent 1).  
The forgoing excepts reveal that no excuse can be given for the abuse of children since every 
instance of abuse is an expression of agency i.e. the capacity to make choices and act on those 
choices on the part of the perpetrator. Contestations about complicity and responsibility for 
the abuse demonstrate the refusal to accept the framing of the story at face value.  Similarly, 
in other focus group respondents exhibited the critical mode of witnessing when they 
objected to the view that economic hardships compel parents and guardians to mistreat 
children under their care. The following interview excerpts illustrate the above.  
Question: Which of these stories stands out for you? 
Woman strangles baby because there is a life lost. Of course, there are background problems 
like poverty. The woman says that I didn't want our baby to suffer because there was no 
money for preparations. So, it’s the effect of poverty in a certain sense (FG2, Respondent 1). 
For me it's the same story because I believe there's a story behind this story. The husband 
refuses that he failed to support and say I'm always doing piece jobs to provide for my family. 





  Question: What about the husband? 
Of course, he does piece jobs but maybe the man was not supportive enough. What a woman 
goes through when she's pregnant, us men well never fully understand? the pain, the pain… 
this woman needed emotional and psychological support from the husband.  But he was 
probably also struggling, the economy is bad (FG2, Respondent 1). 
Yes, the economy is bad but we see other women who live on the street heavily pregnant, 
carrying another child on the back, husband on the side. According to me these people were 
fighting and the woman said I'll fix the husband by killing the baby. That's what we do as 
women when I fight with my husband, I look for a way to fix him, to make him feel the pain. 
But at the end of the day were all affected the family has lost a grandchild, the community has 
lost, and both parents are affected (FG2, Respondent2). 
To add to that point, they were probably fighting, you see families living on the street but I 
assume it’s because there's love there, here there was no love (FG2, Respondent 1. 
In sum, the disposition to “look for the story behind the story” captures the essence of critical 
witnessing.  
Ethical witnessing 
In this mode of witnessing the B-Metro’s readership expressly emphasised the need to care 
and act about the suffering of children. I have chosen the label ethical witnessing to denote 
this type of witnessing since the essence of mediation, the moral work of media, is to 
discursively engender an ethic of care. Ethical witnessing manifested in respondents’ 
reference to the “discourse of common humanity” (Chouliaraki & Orgad 2011: 343).   
We need to care about other human beings being able to feel sorry for someone. Love 
someone you don't know just consider them human and you are human you're my 
brother you're my sister so I should practice being human with the people around 
me.  (FG4, Respondent 1). 
 
The discourse of common humanity is synonymous with the African indigenous ethic of 
ubuntu. Ubuntu is a communitarian ethic whose essence is captured by the maxim umuntu 
ngumuntu ngabantu meaning “I am because we are and since we are, I am” (Fourie, 2008:63). 
At the core of ubuntu, is the moral conviction that that an individual’s humanity is inextricably 
linked to that of other members of the human family. The collective consciousness that 
characterises ubuntu predisposes one to be hospitable, caring and humane (Kamwangamalu, 
1999:25-30; Fourie, 2008:62; Christians, 2004:241-243). Within such a moral view, child 
maltreatment is symptomatic of the loss of ubuntu. The loss of ubuntu manifests as being 
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indifferent regarding the care of children and a general disregard for sanctity of their 
humanity and life. It is against this backdrop that respondents identified the reinvigoration of 
the ethic of ubuntu as a necessary antidote to the endemic nature of child abuse.  
I think the other thing concerns the values of the society. We no longer have ubuntu e.g. if 
you look this story bed your daughter. Wealth is measured by how many cattle you have in 
African society and because his cattle were dying, he consults a Sangoma who says he must 
sleep with his daughter. Would you be in your right mind and still have ubuntu and a 
conscience? (FG3, Respondent 2)  
 Maybe I'm pessimistic, I think we need to go back to our values; we've lost ubuntu, when the 
woman next door would be my mother. We now live in a society that is too individualistic that 
ubuntu is now gone.  We need a miracle for ubuntu to come back, that's the only solution 
(FG3, Respondent 1) 
I think people have problems. You'll find that for a person to abuse a child like this, they have 
unaddressed emotional problems and the question of ubuntu as well. In earlier times the 
extended family uncles and aunts would counsel you, that would help you vent out any 
emotional problems. I think teachers should offer those counselling services even if it means 
killing a lesson. Even the newspaper has taken the counselling role of the aunt for example 
etc (FG3, Respondent3).  
I don't know how I can put it, how to bring in tradition.  When we grew up there were things 
that were taboo and you’d ask yourself if I do this what is society going to think. And people 
feared to do certain things because of tradition. People no longer worry about tradition…We 
no longer value ubuntu, norms and values (FG6, Respondent 1). 
Respondents also exhibited ethical witnessing when they acknowledged that it was their 
responsibility to eradicate the suffering of children. Such a stance is ethical since mediated 
morality is essentially “grounded on the enquiry into the status of, care for and responsibility 
for the Other” (Silverstone, 1999:136). 
It's our duty to protect his children. Some of these things are happening around us, we've 
read stories about children being raped and you kept quiet it's time to speak out. As an 
individual pick up the responsibility to make a change (FG3, Respondent 2). 
It's up to us like those Neighbours that intervened in the case of the epileptic child. though 
they should have acted earlier, the man was supposed to rot in jail (FG3, Respondent 4). 
The community also, that why organisation like Childline have toll free lines so that if you see 
you alert them to come about perceived abuse and they come and assess the situation. the 




Ethical witnessing also manifested in respondents desire for corrective action that would 
remedy the problem of the abuse. Respondents were thus heeding the “moral call to action” 
(Chouliaraki 2006) embedded in the B-Metro’s child abuse reportage.  
They tell us about these child abuse stories; young girls being married off. are they telling 
Childline or the Girl Child network? they are just informing us about what is happening but 
what are we doing as a nation if grade sixes are being married of at an age when they are 
supposed to be  in school? what happened to their parents? did they die of HIV? why are we 
having so many Street kids on Main Street? (FG, Respondent 5).  
 I’d be interested to know what happened to the prophet, was he jailed? maybe it’s asking too 
much of the B metro but I would want to know what happened to the kids, was there any 
intervention, was there any child protection organization that took the children or is there a 
way people can contribute towards helping these girls?  maybe it’s asking too much from the 
B metro, it's not their mission. I’ve heard of the problem but I would also have loved to hear 
of the solution (FG2, Respondent 1).  
These neighbours knew all along that the kids were being sexually abused but they didn't even 
bother to report. society needs to be educated (FG2, Respondent 4).  
 If action had been taken theses two girls wouldn’t have vanished and the prophet would have 
been punished. if they are not punished it becomes a norm as if it's right (FG2, Respondent 2). 
I want to talk about the solutions.  I think the punishment that is being meted out to these 
offenders is not deterrent enough. I'm looking at this guy who abuses a two-year-old, the child 
is malnourished, is physically abused and scarred and the sentence that is given is 20 days in 
prison or a $60 fine, for me that is not deterrent enough (FG6, Respondent 3). 
Diagnostic witnessing 
A defining characteristic of this type of witnessing was respondent’s inclination to offer causal 
explanations for the behaviour captured in the B-Metro’s mediations of abuse. Most 
respondents cited family disintegration, religious deviance, regressive cultural practices and 
the compromised mental and emotional health of society. Respondents attributed family 
disintegration to the distressed economy that has forced many parents to be migrant 
labourers in the more affluent South African economy.  
 
The other problem is that most kids are kept by the extended family some kid’s parents work 
in JhB and send money back home but some don't. the kids whose parents send nothing are 
the ones who become victims, they are beaten, woken up very early in the morning, victimised 




…Maybe it's a child headed family, they are many these days because of HIV and migration. a 
lot of people going to South Africa leaving the kids alone. in Nkulumane where I stay you find 
Children as young as grade 7 living alone. Come month ned the parents send money for rent 
and groceries (FG3, Respondent 6) 
Most respondents espoused the view that religious deviance has also increased the 
vulnerability of children to abuse. This view is identical to that of the B-Metro’s journalists 
discussed in the context of production chapter.  
Someone talked about self-styled prophets, same with Sangoma. These people are in 
business, even if he didn't have a solution, he had to prescribe something from the top of his 
head (FG3, Respondent 2).  
...when we are talking about these modern-day pastors, we see people eating grass, they've 
blinded people making educated people stop so low, I think that's the power of religion (FG3, 
Respondent 1). 
Such stories like this one that I see here that if pastor is testing virginity search churches should 
be closed…the government should use the law. church leaders are supposed to be respectable 
people who behave I'm such an abusive manner should be punished by the law…No pastor is 
certified to test virginity and all pastors should have qualifications to do that job you shouldn’t 
just wake up and say I'm now a pastor (FG5, Respondent 2). 
 …the government must intervene in religion there's too much freedom. If I want to start my 
own church and  have created a constitution to govern my proposed church e.g.  where I say 
I want all the minors, by the time they discover my intentions the damage will be done. The 
government must screen and register all religious organizations. Because now if I go to the 
bush and choose a tree, I can start a religious movement there and do whatever I want.  The 
government must intervene and rescue our minors from religious sects (FG6, Respondnet6). 
Regressive cultural practices were also cited as being responsible for the continued abuse of 
children.  
I think as a society we need to review some of our cultures and consider the rights that has 
been given to children.  some of our cultures are outdated especially this practice of marrying 
a minor to an adult. We had an incident here at school one of our colleagues was married off 
to her uncle, she was a young lady...The government must intervene especially regarding 
some of these cultural practices that infringe on the rights of minors. 
Other respondents advanced the view that the emotional and mental health of society (and 
abusers in particular) cannot be ignored when accounting for the abuse of children. 
I think people have problems. you'll find that for a person to abuse a child like this, live they 
have unaddressed emotional problems and the question of ubuntu as well. in earlier times 
the extended family uncles and aunts would counsel you, that would help you vent out any 
emotional problems (FG3, Respondent 3) 
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…. This has nothing to do with poverty but a sick mind. I'm looking at this stepmother who's 
in setting sticks into the privates of her stepchildren. Poverty has got nothing to do with this. 
She's just being inhumane; she's just being evil maybe she's expressing her own sexual needs 
and feels she cannot experiment elsewhere except with these children. This is a sick society 
that needs to be cured of this sickness (FG6, Respondent 3). 
 
The performativity of mediation 
Journalistic discourse does not only report events (verbally, visually and aurally) but does 
things as it reports on social occurrences (Chouliaraki, 2013:268). Focus group respondents 
demonstrated sensitivity to the fact that the B-Metro’s child abuse reportage is a form of 
“communicative action” (Chouliaraki, 2010:np) whose effect is both personal and social. 
Reading a story makes a huge difference, most people take it for granted. As you can see the 
story, cop turns niece into sex slave Means some people are cruel... In this instance the uncle 
was entrusted with this child but the uncle had ulterior motives. but the fact that there is this 
paper called the BP Metro That exposes such. If there are some in the community with such a 
mentality, who are doing that or planning do that they will take stock because they know they 
will be exposed (FG1, Respondent 1). 
 
This is the interesting thing about the B-Metro because even the policeman knows the media 
has uncovered his actions. Media is very powerful; he will now do the right thing (FG1, 
Respondent 2). 
 
B-Metro educates and provokes a social dialogue and the message travels. it's not all of us 
who read a newspaper but when they hear you saying I read a story which pained me about 
abuse, they get a picture of what is happening. even in rural areas they ask for old newspapers 
especially the B-Metro (FG1, Respondent 2). 
I think it just started a dialogue that we should talk about some of these things, because you 




This chapter presented findings about the reception of the B-Metro’s mediations of child 
abuse. The analysis was informed by the study’s objective of identifying the forms of moral 
agency enacted by the B-Metro’s readership when it decodes child abuse stories.  
Findings reveal that the reception of the mediation of suffering is empirically ambivalent and 
does not readily lend itself to the binary classification contained in the literature. Scholars are 
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divided between the dystopian view which assumes reader’s compassion fatigue and the 
utopian view which assumes mediations of suffering successfully engender an ethic of care 
among readers.  Findings reveal that it is more plausible to think of media users’ responses as 
being located along a continuum whose range spans compassion fatigue and an ethic of care. 
The tabloid genre to which the B-metro belongs, was found to be simultaneously enabling 
and disabling successful activation of an ethic of care. It is disabling in that it creates improper 
distance between the abused children and some segments of the B metro’s readership. 
Readers who find the tabloid genre sensationalist, sexist, non-developmental and culturally 
deviant were sceptical of the truth value of the child abuse stories. On the other hand, the 
same paper manages to create proper distance and activate the ethic of care in those 
respondents who identify with everyday politics covered by the B-Metro. The latter group of 
respondents mainly consists of readers who feel marginalised by the mainstream media. 
Some readers also exhibited scepticism about the truth value of the B-Metro’s child abuse 
stories.  Conversely, some respondents challenged this view and attributed it to social 
stereotypes about tabloids. Further, some respondents exhibited compassion fatigue when 
they queried the B-Metro’s overreliance on court stories about abused children at the 
expense of other newsworthy topics. On the other hand, some respondents demonstrated an 
ethic of care in the witnessing of the abuse of children. This ethic of care manifested as 
different modes of bearing witnessing to the abuse of children. The analysis yielded a typology 
of witnessing which consists of sentimental witnessing, denunciative witnessing, critical 
witnessing, gendered witnessing and diagnostic witnessing. Data also revealed that 









 Chapter 7: Conclusion-Towards a dialectical view of mediation 
 
Introduction  
Given this study’s espousal of a holistic approach to mediation, this concluding chapter is an 
analytical synthesis of findings about the moments of production, text and reception. Such an 
undertaking is necessitated by the recognition that though the moments are relatively 
autonomous; they are nonetheless mutually co-constituting (Fairclough, 2001:231 
Chouliaraki, 2015:708; Deacon, Fenton & Bryman, 1999; Hall, 1980:117). The chapter is a 
response to calls within the literature for empirical work that explores the linkages and 
ruptures between the moments of production, representation and reception. It is against this 
backdrop that the chapter unpacks the “dialectics of mediation”( Chouliaraki, 2015:708 ) that 
attend the B-Metro’s mediation of child abuse. To this end, Stuart Hall’s (1980:119) notion of 
“relations of equivalence” (or the lack thereof) is used to explore the similar and varied logics 
that attend the moments that comprise the circuit of mediation.  
Equivalence among the moments 
The following subsections are a discussion of themes within the data that were found to be 
relatively symmetrical across the moments of production, text and reception. The identified 
themes “demonstrate… the degree of habituation produced when there is a fundamental 
alignment and reciprocity—an achieved equivalence— between the encoding and decoding 
sides of an exchange of meanings” (Hall 1980:121).  
Gendered habitus 
Context of production data (see chapter 4) revealed that there is a gendered understanding 
of child abuse among B-Metro journalists. Child abuse is perceived in essentialised terms that 
delineate it as female vulnerability, where the girl child is at risk of male induced violence and 
maltreatment. Consequently, journalists exhibited a gendered ethic of care towards children 
in abusive environments or those at risk of abuse. This gendered orientation was most 
pronounced for sexual abuse owing to a heteronormative conception of sexual activity that 
exclusively constructs it as something that men do to women and not vice versa. Textual 
analysis data revealed that this gendered habitus finds expression within the B-Metro’s stories 
of child abuse. Textually, it manifests as a form of ideological closure where the sexual abuse 
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of boys by women becomes a discursive impossibility. Relatedly, the homosexual abuse of 
children is generally absent in the stories. Findings from the reception study are congruent 
with the above observations about the encoding and textual moments. Respondents’ 
discussions of child abuse exclusively focused on the girl child to the neglect of the boy child. 
Moreover, respondents’ views confirmed that in addition to being gendered, their conception 
of child abuse was circumscribed by a heteronormative ideology. The foregoing manifested 
as anxiety about father danger, where the sexual abuser is always imagined as being the 
father and never the mother. The evidence thus points to the invincibility of the female 
paedophile both in the social discourse and media discourse (Kramer & Bowman, 2011:244) 
This gendered habitus establishes a relationship of equivalence among the moments and 
lends credence to Silverstone’s (2005:189) assertion that the social is also a mediator. Applied 
to the above, B-Metro journalists’ understandings of child abuse, textual representations of 
abuse and the reception of those representations of abuse are mediated by “socially situated 
discursive resources” (Chiweshe et.al, 2017:204). Zimbabwe is a generally homophobic, 
patriarchal and culturally conservative country (Connor, 2011). Thus, Zimbabwean culture is 
a discursive resource that enables the telling of a gendered and heteronormative narrative of 
child abuse while simultaneously preventing narratives that do not fall within this cultural 
remit. At this juncture there is need to reiterate the example of the presidential spokesperson 
who called B-Metro reporter Gibson Mhaka and asked him to tone down a story about a 
member of parliament who had sodomised a child. Such actions assume greater significance 
within a political culture that weaponizes sexuality to delegitimise political opponents. The 
example illustrates how a gendered and homophobic culture has bearing on the type of media 
and social narratives about abuse that are possible within the Zimbabwean context.  Given 
the above, it is plausible to conclude that B-Metro’s practitioners, their readership and society 
at large, are complicit in the invincibility of the heterosexual abuse of boys and the 
homosexual abuse of children from both genders in media discourse. Their complicity derives 
from their uncritical acceptance and failure to “recognize the impossibility, and partiality, of 




Tabloid sensationalism as improper distance 
There is evidence of a consensus both among B-Metro practitioners and its sampled 
readership that sensationalism detracts from the successful creation and enactment of a 
mediated ethic of care for suffering children. The B-metro editor lamented the ethical 
emptiness of ‘parachute journalism’ which he metaphorically described as a ‘hawkish’ desire 
to get a story that sells the paper. He further intimated that such a sensationalist journalism 
is contrary to the ideal of a humane and caring journalism whose aim is to discursively 
intervene in the suffering of others. It demonstrates the aspiration for a journalism whose 
practitioners recognize that they are part of the human community and consequently use 
their journalism to assist other members of the human community. The editor’s sentiments 
illustrate the dilemma of reconciling commercial imperatives with the ethical imperatives of 
media. Similarly, findings from the reception study indicate that for culturally and morally 
conservative readers, the very fact that the B-Metro is a tabloid, creates improper distance. 
Respondents expressed the view that tabloid sensationalism and sexism compromised the 
capacity of the stories to cultivate a disposition to care about abused children among 
potential readers. The highly sexualised B-Metro babe was cited as an example of content 
that negates from the tabloid’s efforts to highlight the endemic nature of child sexual abuse.  
Though the foregoing view is not universally shared by all B-metro readers, it is worth 
considering if the normative goals of creating awareness and care about suffering children 
are to be realised. The recognition that tabloid sensationalism detracts from efforts to 
engender care about children at risk of abuse, presents an opportunity to use “the notion of 
proper distance as a tool to measure and to repair our failures in our communication with the 
other and in our reporting of the world, in such a way as our capacity to act is enabled and 
preserved”(Silverstone, 2004:9). 
Culture and religion as risk factors 
Findings confirm the view within the literature that culture and religion increase the 
vulnerability of children to abuse (Musiwa 2019:12-13; Zalcberg, 2017:590; Katzenstein & 
Fontes, 2017:752). B-Metro journalists emphasised the prevalence and institutionalised 
denial of child abuse in religious and cultural groupings owing to the ideology of deference to 
authority. Consequently, the B-Metro’s reportage is informed by the journalists’ shared moral 
conviction to expose child abuse in religious and cultural environments. The reportage 
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solicited an identical response from the reception study participants. Culture and religion 
figured prominently in the gendered, diagnostic and anxious modes of witnessing. 
Respondents lamented the emergent trend of religious sexual predators, virginity testing, 
belief in dubious solutions (eating grass and insecticides as cures of aids) and the 
transformation of religion into self-enrichment schemes by pastors. In light of the foregoing, 
respondents highlighted the need for increased government regulation of religious 
organisations and the outlawing of cultural practices like wife inheritance.   The evidence thus 
points to the fact that deviant religion and abusive cultural practices are widely considered to 
be responsible for the maltreatment of children by journalists and B-Metro readers.  
 
The ethic of voice 
Context of production and reception data support the conclusion that speaking out against 
child abuse is considered to be a moral imperative by B-metro practitioners and reception 
study participants. Textual analysis also revealed that the ethic of voice is a recurrent theme 
within the B-Metro’s editorial discourse. The practice of an “ethics of voice” is presented as a 
much need panacea to the child abuse scourge since it takes ‘silence for evil to thrive’. The 
editorial injunction to speak out derives from the recognition that there are ‘many monsters 
that should be in prison but roam free because of you and me who have chosen to be 
complicit by not speaking out’ (see chapter 5). Similarly, reception respondents emphasised 
the need to speak out against abuse as shown in the following excerpt. 
It's our duty to protect these children. Some of these things are happening around us, we've 
read stories about children being raped …maybe you kept quiet, it's time to speak out. As an 
individual pick up the responsibility to make a change. (FG3, Respondent 2) 
I think it makes us aware... Change our perspective, this could be happening right under our 
noses. Maybe I'm not paying much attention, I'm not being my brother's keeper, a child is 
being abused right under my nose and I'm not aware of it. (FG6, Respondent 3).  
The foregoing sentiments resonate with assertions within the literature that central to the 
mediation of suffering enterprise, is the normative judgement that media publics ought to 
know about the suffering of less fortunate others.  
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Within this view speaking out is a compassionate act that “encompasses a moral voice of 
justice” and “a moral voice of care”  (Haavisto & Maasilta, 2015:330). Thus, data supports the 
view that the shared the conviction about speaking out establishes a relation of equivalence 
between the moments of production, text and reception.    
 
Disjuncture among the moments  
This section discusses findings that are demonstrative of the disjuncture that obtains between 
the moments of production, text and reception in the mediation of child abuse. Such findings 
resonate with assertions within the literature that encoding can prefer but cannot guarantee 
the decoding of media texts (Hall:1980). To assume the former “would miss the continuous 
and often creative engagement that listeners and viewers have with the products of mass 
communication” (Silverstone, 2002:762). It is against this backdrop that this section explores 
those instances where the B-Metro’s readership opposed or negotiated the meanings 
contained in the B-Metro’s child abuse narratives.  
Reader’s dissatisfaction with reportage 
Two major themes from the reception study demonstrate the foregoing.  The relevant themes 
are reader’s reflexivity about the adequacy of the B-Metro’s reportage and the theme of 
critical witnessing (see chapter 6). Pertaining the adequacy of the reportage, respondents 
would disagree with the preferred reading of the story, citing missing contextual information 
that would legitimise the preferred reading. A notable example that illustrates the above is 
the Businessman acquitted for raping girl (13) story. Regarding this story, one respondent 
who had encountered a similar situation opposed the view that the businessmen was guilty 
because he knowingly had sexual intercourse with a minor (see chapter 6 for a detailed 
discussion). Other respondents expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of information needed 
to conclude whether the acquittal was justified or not. Respondents’ rejection of the 
‘discourse of innocence’ framing of the story, in favour of narrative that acknowledges the 
agency and complicity of the girl in her own abuse, demonstrates a negotiated reading of the 
story. Additionally, respondents contradicted the view that sensationalist language helps 
highlight child abuse since it persuades potential readers to buy the paper, as suggested by 
the news editor in the context of production interviews. Most respondents lamented the 
sensationalist tone and register of the headlines on grounds that it trivialises the suffering of 
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children and promotes a detached form of witnessing. Thus, sensationalism as an encoding 
strategy did not resonate with respondents’ cultural and ethical sensibilities. In sum, 
respondents search for ‘the story behind the story’ as demonstrated in discussions of the 
Woman strangles baby story, are examples of a negotiated or oppositional reading that 
demonstrate the disjuncture between the moments of encoding and decoding.  
Ambivalence about tabloid realism  
Interviews with the B-Metro practitioners revealed that the use of the courts, social 
institutions and social leaders as sources of news is a strategically meant to enhance the 
realism of the child abuse stories. Realism in this instance is supposed to be guaranteed by 
the credibility and authority of the accessed voices. One journalist cited the extensive use of 
the police spokesperson in the stories as a case in point.   Despite such efforts, respondents 
were split between those who were convinced of the veracity of the stories and those who 
were sceptical of the same. The scepticism was attributed to the tabloid’s proclivity for the 
supernatural, sensationalism and the popular stereotypical view that tabloids publish 
untruths. Notable examples include respondents who confessed that they revised their 
scepticism about the truth value of the stories after an acquittance who worked at the tabloid 
vouched for the authenticity of the bizarre narratives. Another respondent attributed her 
occasional reading of the paper to her doubts about the truthfulness of the news stories. It is 
worth noting that the overreliance on the courts for stories, did little to convince some 
respondents about the truthfulness of the stories, contrary to journalists’ expectations about 
the same. Conclusively, belief in the realism of the tabloid’s narratives has to be understood 
as a function of readers’ subjectivity in addition to the journalistic practices of representation. 
An ambivalent ethic of care 
Contrary to the polarisation within the literature that mediations of suffering either engender 
indifference (dystopian view) or care (utopian view) about vulnerable others, findings suggest 
that the mediated ethic of care is empirically ambivalent both during encoding and decoding 
(see chapter 2 for extended discussion). Context of production data revealed that the ethic of 
care is not always part of journalists’ professional habitus (see chapter 4).  According to the 
news editor, the abuse of children is a commodified spectacle meant to increase circulation 
figures, ‘just to sell the paper’. Moreover, he exhibited emotional detachment when he 
analogously stated that ‘it’s just like porn, if you’ve seen it once, you’ve seen it all’.  Other 
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journalists lamented the benumbing effects of the hegemonic objectivity ethos claiming that 
the profession kills their emotions as they are taught that they ‘shouldn’t cry over dead 
bodies’. On the other hand, journalists like Nhlalwenhle ascribed their commitment to an 
ethic of care to their femininity. She highlighted that she uses her journalism to expose 
predatory and abusive men who prey on the girl child. Similarly, Danisa Masuku demonstrated 
exceptional concern for the vulnerability of girls in rural Matabeleland, whose vulnerability 
derives from the socio-economic marginalisation of the region (Mabweazara, 2009). His care 
ethic has to be understood within the context of his ethnic subjectivity and can be described 
as “writing in solidarity”(Pech & Leibel, 2006:141) with children from his ethnic group. 
Further, the editor of the B-Metro described the emphasis on the abuse of children as a kind 
of evangelism, a moral crusade against the maltreatment of children, which he attributed to 
his espousal of a Christian ethic. The evidence indicates that journalists’ ethic of care cannot 
be severed from their gender, ethnic and religious situatedness, their identity subject 
positions. Notably, these findings point to the fact that an ethic of care deviates from the 
objectivity paradigm’s insistence on the “role of the journalist as invisible narrator and neutral 
conduit for the reporting of events” (Cottle, 2013:234). Textual analysis (chapter 5) confirmed 
the existence of a gender, cultural and religious dynamic in the B-Metro’s reportage.  
Reception data also confirmed ambivalence among respondents vis-a-vis the ethic of care 
(see chapter 6). As previously alluded to, some readers foregrounded the escapist function of 
the B-Metro. These readers can thus be said to exhibit compassion fatigue about the abuse 
of children as, they only read stories that entertainment them and eschew child abuse stories. 
However, some readers exhibited emotional and moral engagement with the narratives of 
suffering children as demonstrated by the typology of witnessing discussed in chapter 6.  Of 
concern at this point in the argument, is the extent to which this posturing compares to the 
context of production data discussed above. Contrary, to the observation that journalist’s 
care for abused children is bound up with their gender, ethnicity and religious identity, B-
metro readers dismissed identity as a motivation to care. Rather they emphasised human 
dignity and the sanctity of life as a sufficient rationale to care about abused children. When 
asked whether the place where the abuse happens matters, one respondent took issue with 




I wouldn't want to know especially when we’re trying to curb stereotyping.  A child is a child 
no matter which ethnicity they come from, they should all be treated the same. Their ethnicity 
is not important child abuse can happen to any child anywhere. (FG3, respondent 2)  
The foregoing quote has to be read as an oppositional reading to ethnic solidarity that informs 
some journalists’ reportage. Thus, contrary to context of production data, reception analysis 
data shows that participants ethic of care does not necessarily derive from their gender, 
ethnic and religious subject positions. Respondents’ appeal to human solidarity is consistent 
with and foundational to the ethic of care.  Reception data also renders suspect the editorial 
claim that stories of sexual abuse no longer appealed to the market, hence their editorial 
rejection. Ironically, sexual abuse stories were the centre of interest in the focus group 
discussions. Another anomaly is that some respondents exhibited compassion fatigue when 
they queried the B-Metro’s overreliance on court stories about abused children. Notably, 
respondents asked if news is supposed to be limited to rape stories and speculated whether 
the focus on rape and crime was the result of the activism and sponsorship of children’s non-
governmental organisations. However, the majority of respondents (notwithstanding the 
gender bias) expressed indignation and active concern about the sexual abuse of female 
minors. Sexual abuse stories were the most memorable for most respondents and were the 
thematic focus of most group discussions. Thus, it is plausible to conclude that regarding the 
ethic of care, the moments of production, text and reception were relatively autonomous 
(Hall 1980).  
 
Conceptually, the ambivalence can be understood as emanating from the interplay of 
structure and agency (Giddens, 1984). Commercial imperatives, journalistic norms structure 
journalistic practice at the B-Metro but without totally effacing the agency of the journalists. 
Hence, the exhibition of indifference towards the suffering of children by some journalists 
and display of care by others. The interplay of structure and agency also figures at the 
moment of reception. The “discursive form of the message has a privileged position in the 
communicative exchange” (Hall, 1980:118) has “the effect of constructing some of the limits 
and parameters within which decodings will operate” (ibid:125). However, the structuring 
effects of encoding and context do not efface the agency of the decoders. Hence, the 
variability B-Metro readers’ ethical positioning vis-à-vis the mediation of child abuse. Readers’ 
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moral agency is best conceived as being located along a continuum spanning compassion 
fatigue and the ethic of care. Conclusively, the ambivalent enactment of an ethic of care 
across the moments can be attributed to the structuration of mediation.  
 
Contribution of the thesis 
This study is located within the mediation of suffering paradigm , alternatively called the 
“ethics of mediation”(Chouliaraki, 2006:23; Couldry, Pinchevski & Madianou, 2013:1 ). The 
study adds to the ethics of mediation canon by extending the research focus to local 
mediations of proximal suffering by media in the global south. As discussed in the literature 
review (see chapter 2), the research focus has largely been limited to mediations of distant 
suffering by media in the global north. Moreover, the extant literature betrays a fixation with 
exceptional forms of suffering (famines, earthquakes, terrorist bombings, genocides; 
tsunamis etc) to the neglect of mundane forms of suffering. This work shifts the empirical 
focus from distant to proximal forms of suffering, from exceptional to mundane forms of 
suffering and from global to local mediations of the same. The study also contributes to 
emerging ethics of mediation studies that seek to make an “empirical contribution beyond 
television news texts”(Scott, 2014:3). Consequently, the study uses the oft marginalised 
tabloid newspaper genre (Wasserman & Mbatha, 2012:278) to explore the moral work 
performed by the B-Metro’s mediations of child abuse. Furthermore, the study is 
methodologically novel in that  it investigates the mediation of children’s suffering  “from 
inception to reception” (Deacon, Fenton & Bryman, 1999:5). The espousal of Silverstone’s 
(2002)  dialectical view of mediation motivated the use of a triangular research design that 
catered for the moments of production, text and reception.  
Summary of thesis  
Chapter 1 dealt with the preliminaries of the study, namely the research problem, object, and 
gave an overview of the social and media context of the study. It further motivated the 
significance of the study and outlined the structure of the thesis. Chapter 2 surveyed the 
empirical and theoretical literature relevant to this study. The review revealed a dearth in 
scholarship about the mediation of suffering in the global south and this study is a modest 
contribution to compensate for this deficit. Chapter 3 discussed the methodological aspects 
of the study and located it within a critical realist paradigm. The study adopted a case study 
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design and combined a context of production study, textual analysis and a reception study to 
get data that would illuminate the case under investigation. Data analysis was spread over 
three chapters i.e. chapter 4, chapter 5 and chapter 6.  
Summary of findings 
 
RQ1. What social, institutional, and personal influences shape the production of the B-
Metro’s child abuse discourses? 
 
The study found that the focus on child abuse was inspired by the public debates sparked by 
the prosecutor general’s pronouncements about the age of consent (see chapter 1 and 4). 
From an agenda setting perspective, evidence shows that there is a dialectical relationship 
between social elites as the primary agenda setters, the media agenda and the public agenda. 
At a social level culture was also seen to partly circumscribe journalistic practice. Notably, the 
study found that gender and heteronormative ideologies impact journalists understating of 
sexual abuse. consequently, homosexual abuse of children is discursively excluded for the 
mediated discourse. Such findings render problematic the notion of objectivity since the 
evidence shows that journalists cannot escape their cultural, gender and ethnic subjectivities. 
At a personal level, ethnicity and gender and religious identity of journalists was seen to 
animate the stories that journalists had authored about abused or vulnerable children. Thus, 
“the production process is not without its ‘discursive’ aspect: it, too, is framed throughout by 
cultural meanings and ideas” (Hall, 1980:117 italics mine). The personal dispositions of 
journalists were also found to impact their care for or indifference about the suffering of 
children. Some journalists write about child abuse out of professional obligation and 
commercial imperatives while other journalists’ reportage is animated by the ethic of care.  
Institutionally, findings point to an overreliance on legal, social and cultural elites for news 
about child abuse. Such a sourcing routine is strategic and compensates for limited staffing 
and capitalisation at the B-Metro and ensures a credible and consistent supply of child abuse 
stories. Consequently, the child abuse narratives are dominated by the secondary 
institutional voice of the courts and social elites in contrast to the personal accounts of 
primary witnesses or victims.  The foregrounding of the institutionalised legal narrative about 
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vulnerable children, precludes the interrogation and undoing of the contextual and structural 
conditions that engender such abuse. 
 
RQ2: How is the abuse of children framed in the Bulawayo tabloid the B-Metro? 
The analysis revealed that the tabloid’s representations of child abuse are underpinned by a 
human rights discourse that manifests in the emphasis of the unconstitutionality and 
criminality of child abuse. The editorial discourse identified the ethic of care and the ethic of 
voice as being instrumental in the fight against child abuse. The child abuse narratives were 
found to be compromised by ideological fragmentation that results from a patriarchal, 
gendered and heteronormative conception of child care and abuse. The foregoing was found 
to be more pronounced for sexual abuse. Thus, the mediated narrative is silent about the 
homosexual abuse of children and the sexual abuse of male minors by female adults.  
 
RQ3 and RQ4: How do the readers of the B-Metro interpret the representation 
of suffering children in the newspaper and what forms of moral agency are 
engendered by the B-Metro’s mediation of child maltreatment? 
 
Findings point to a polysemic reading of the representations of child maltreatment and abuse. 
some respondents found the stories dubious because of their sensationalist framing, while 
others found them to be epiphanic and celebrated them as a necessary discursive 
intervention in the fight against child abuse. Furthermore, some respondents attached 
escapist meanings to the narratives and foregrounded the entertaining function of the 
narratives. The tabloid genre to which the B-Metro belongs, was found to simultaneously 
enable and disable the successful activation of an ethic of care. It is disabling in that it creates 
improper distance between the abused children and some segments of the B metro’s 
readership. Readers who find the tabloid genre sensationalist, sexist, non-developmental and 
culturally deviant were sceptical of the truth value of the child abuse stories. On the other 
hand, the same paper manages to create proper distance and activate the ethic of care in 
those respondents who identify with everyday politics covered by the B-Metro. The latter 
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group of respondents mainly consists of readers who feel marginalised by the mainstream 
media. Some readers also exhibited scepticism about the truth value of the B-Metro’s child 
abuse stories. Conversely, some respondents challenged this view and attributed it to social 
stereotypes about tabloids. Further, some respondents exhibited compassion fatigue when 
they queried the B-Metro’s overreliance on court stories about abused children at the 
expense of other newsworthy topics. On the other hand, some respondents demonstrated an 
ethic of care in the witnessing of the abuse of children. This ethic of care manifested as 
different modes of bearing witnessing to the abuse of children. The analysis yielded a typology 
of witnessing which consists of sentimental witnessing, denunciative witnessing, critical 
witnessing, gendered witnessing, and diagnostic witnessing.  
This chapter is the penultimate chapter of the thesis and synthesises the findings presented 
in chapters 4, 5 and 6 as summarised above. The dialectical analysis reveals that the moments 
are relatively autonomous but not discrete. Relations of equivalence and ambivalence subsist 
between the moments of mediation. These findings are consistent with postulations within 
the literature that the mediation of suffering and its subsequent witnessing by media publics 
is “contingent upon the specific event witnessed; thus, the ontology of witnessing is 
dependent on its context, as different events give rise to different modalities of witnessing” 
(Frosh & Pinchevski, 2009:133). Thus, the cultivation of the disposition to care about suffering 
others is “neither de facto possible nor a priori impossible – it has its own historical and social 
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Focus group discussion guide 
Consumption and motivation 
✓ How often do you read the B -Metro?
✓ What interests you about the B-Metro?
✓ Is the B-Metro personally relevant to you?
Mediation of child abuse 
✓ What is child abuse to you?
✓ Do you think the media has a role to play in the fight against child abuse?
✓ What are your comments about the child abuse stories that you have read?
✓ Which story grabs your attention the most?
✓ What attracts your attention in the story?
✓ What are your comments about how the abuse is reported by the B-Metro?
Headlines, angle, sources etc
✓ What would you change about this story?
✓ Do you remember any child abuse story that stands out for you?
✓ Which aspect of the story stood out for you?
Child abuse, media and  proper distance 
✓ Does society need to be informed about the suffering and abuse of children?
✓ Does the place/region where the abuse is happening matter when reading
about child abuse?
✓ Does the identity of the children affect how you interpret the text?
✓ How do you feel about such kinds of abuse?
✓ Do you discuss any of the stories you read in the B-Metro with those around
you?
✓ What do such stories say about the kind of society we live in today?
✓ Who should be responsible for preventing the abuse and suffering of
children?
✓ Do such stories provoke a sense of care about  children in your community?
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Sample of context of production interview transcript  
KN How long have you been with the B-Metro? 
DM for almost 4 years u huh 
KN how do you come across these stories, how do you get the leads for these stories? 
DM what I can say is that as a reporter I’ve developed and cultivated some sources around 
the city and around the country. So, my sources range from police officers, teachers even 
members of the public, even journalists. Some of the journalists they give me stories, they 
give me leads that do you know there’s a story like this at a certain place go and verify and 
investigate. Even the chiefs they give me stories, story ideas. 
KN following you on that I noticed when I did a run down of the major stories that you have 
written, I can say there’s affine balance between the urban and the rural, which is even 
coming out from what you are saying se the are chiefs. I’m particularly interested in the rural 
part. As far as those stories for example there’s Jotsholo Lupane Binga for example chief 
speaks out against child abuse and child marriages. Can you enlighten me on the sourcing 
part 
DM on the sourcing part. You know at times we have workshops even at certain rural areas 
like Binga, so maybe you have a workshop on child abuse or maybe the workshop 
organised by the … 
KN the binga one if I remember the Binga one was organised by the Basilizwi Trust 
DM Basilizwi trust yes, so that organisation deals with the community, issues that affect the 
community. What happened they invited chiefs and the what the headmen, let me say the 
local leadership, then they converged at that place. So, the chief started to address issues that 
affect children, the issue of abuse was prominent at that particular meeting. Then that’s how 
we got that particular story. 
KN so the workshop was convened by…. 
Dm Basilizwi trust… 
KN. focusing on child issues. What about theses others. For example, you have another one 
here, I’ m sure you can remember it …this one here Bed your daughter:  Sangoma advises 
polygamist etc this one is from Binga 
DM um huh 
KN so how do you come up with such stories? 
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DM what happened during that meeting I developed a relationship with some of the chiefs 
so then they said there’s a story like this at a certain place. Cause the chief, is the one who 
convenes the meeting is the one who sits at the traditional court to solve such matters like 
child abuse etc and a wide range of issues also. 
KN so they actually phone you when you’re here in Bulawayo for example? and they say for 
example this week... 
DM yah you know what happens, the chiefs most of them are financially challenged. What I 
do I send them money for airtime so that we can chat on WhatsApp or just to greet them and 
then they say ah mfana wangu I’ve got something like this so so so or on such and such a day 
I’ll be having a meeting with a family that is affected by so so so, maybe it’s some father who 
abuses children etc 
KN then so, as far as far as your area of coverage that you can say this is my 
focus geographically, particularly these rural stories about child abuse 
DM Mainly I focus on Matabeleland, Matabeleland North and a bit of South. I for one my 
strength is in rural reporting 
KN why is that so? 
DM, I have more sources there 
DM more of the sources there meaning usually when I cover such stories the stories are leads, 
page one stories 
KN Ok. what makes them page 1 stories 
DM So we are saying that story would be a very important story, 1. Maybe it will be affecting 
a wider section of society 
DM let’s just say for example four children were killed in a family, were struck down by 
lightning or four children were killed by a rapist, this affects the society 
KN can you elaborate more on how it affects the society, what does that mean? 
DM let’s say in a community 11 children were raped and contracted HIV, so the community is 
now really affected. Or eleven mothers married women were raped by a man with HIV, so 
these people will suffer rape effects, HIV. And even how society will view them, you see now 
some of the society we’ll say this woman was raped, demeaning their social standing in the 
society 
KN stigma 
DM stigma, yes 
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KN now the B-Metro even from its title, the B is for Bulawayo isn’t it 
DM Yah it’s for Bulawayo 
KN OK and your market share ...how much of your paper has a market in these areas where 
this abuse is coming from. cause im thinking now, here is a story about this abuse in Binga 
does the affected community itself, are they active readers 
DM yah they are active readers, they read but on a lesser scale there. Because if you check 
urban areas people have money, have got source of income, they are interested in day to day 
issues unlike someone in the countryside. And the source of income, just imagine someone 
who needs to sell a bucket of maize in order to get cash unlike here in town 
KN so for urban readership, what are these stories about child abuse supposed to do for urban 
readership? it’s not the immediate context of where this thing happened but then they 
encounter it, what is it supposed to say to them 
DM to the society or to who? 
KN the urban readership, here in Bulawayo. they’ve learnt about this abuse happening in 
Jotsholo, binga Lupane etc. it’s far from them it’s not happening where they are but now they 
encounter it, read about it and know about it. 
DM to create awareness, so they stay well informed about what is happening and take care 
of their children. so that they know my child is not supposed to be left with such kind of a 
person. Maybe an uncle, grandfather or someone that they don’t trust, they should inform 
the child that if a person tries to touch you in private parts report him. that is awareness, they 
are well informed and educated on such issues. mind you those urban dwellers have relatives 
in rural areas. maybe during holidays, they go there so they will be well aware that if we go 
to such and such a place something of this nature can affect us.  
KN somehow this thing is removed from the in terms of distance, but they are connected in 
terms of relationships, you are talking about relatives. so, they might be removed in terms of 
geographical distance but in terms of emotional distance they are not that far because they 
might be affected they have relatives. 
DM yes 
KN I noticed that comparatively speaking, with other people who have written about child 
abuse, the focus mainly is on sexual child abuse, even from that focus group that we did that 
day it corroborates the sex sells theme. but from the stories you’ve written there is a balance 
between sexual and physical abuse. e.g. woman strangles new born baby: I didn’t want our 
child to suffer because we had no money. then there’s another one about a dumped foetus in 
Pumula. the trend focuses on sexual abuse, not to say it’s not important yet there are these 
other realities. what’s your comment? 
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DM what I can say, looking at our paper, we are a tabloid, one. two, we know that sex sells 
that’s why those stories which pertain to sex are given much prominence or as journalists we 
look for such stories that we know that they will make it to the paper, unlike other forms of 
abuse. yes, they do come but it depends on the severity of the matter 
KN the extent 
DM the extent 
KN how extreme 
DM how extreme it is, yah. 
KN doesn’t that run the risk of trivialising these other kinds of abuse 
DM, we leave it to other papers like chronicle, the broadsheets they cover such stories at 
length or we do such features n such stories. 
KN how do you feel about that e.g.  woman has strangled a baby. Let’s say on this particular 
say it fails to make it to the paper because of this logic that it doesn’t fit within the sex sells 
theme, it has come to you it has been highlighted but... 
Dm but it doesn’t make it to the paper. you know as a journalist you feel disappointed, let me 
say so. 
KN why? 
DM because every story that I write eh the feeling that it has to make it to the paper. mind 
you one puts extra effort, time etc then the story doesn’t make it to the paper. you feel 
discouraged at one point 
KN what about the fact that this happened people won’t get to know about it. you are 
disappointed at a professional level but then  
DM you know as a journalist we’ve developed a symbiotic relationship with our sources. so, 
if my source, I just feel bad that this source gave me such a good story, but it didn’t make it 
to the paper. at times you feel embarrassed when you meet the source. the source will ask 
you what happened to that story, then you fail to give a satisfactory answer, you see know. 
let’s say you gave me a story about Lupane, there’s child abuse and the story doesn’t make it. 
you tend to doubt me, my capabilities maybe this guy didn’t write the story well, maybe the 
guy was slow etc 
KN what about when you think about the victim 
DM More often than not, it depends with situations. at times you don’t mind about the victim 
(laughs) what you care is that it makes it to the paper. this profession kills our emotions at 
times. because when you see maybe a building burning and hear there are people inside. the 
194 
first question is how many people inside and how many have died. if they say 20 you jump. 
even if there’s an accident, no death, no what it’s not a good story 
KN even if people have been hurt, 
DM it’s a minor one but if there’s a death toll, now the death toll has to be big also, 10 died! 
if you present that story to the news editor hell be happy that the paper will sale 
KN but you emotionally, it kills your emotions 
DM it kills our emotions.  
KN for example this one of a foetus here (interjects) 
DM that’s why at times when I go to funerals, I don’t fell that pain, I don’t know why. I’ve had 
many journalists saying so... you’ll be knowing that you are at a funeral but due to that you 
are used to that to that death, death, death now it tends not to affect you .19:20  
KN you've been numbed in a certain sense 
DM numbed, yah, yah, that’s the proper term 
KN if you could maybe apply that, this foetus story you covered in Pumula actually it has 
picture. I’m interested in the emotional part now. would you happen to be the one who took 
the picture? 
DM No its my source 
KN oh, it’s your source, the police officer? when you saw the picture of this bloodied foetus, 
emotionally nothing registered in you (interjects 
DM ah nothing, nothing, nothing affected me. I was mainly concerned about making sure that 
the story will make it to the paper, yah. that’s why you’ll see a journalist when he goes to a 
terrible incident he won’t cry but he’ll just be moving around just interviewing how many 
have died etc etc because what is at the back of his mind is that the editor wants a story and 
I’m here for a story and I have to get it no matter what. you see now because if you show 
emotions, no. at times yes, we do, to a lesser extent of course. 
KN as a tabloid don't you use emotive language for example. because sometimes in 
sensationalising you do appeal to people's sense of emotions. yes, I understand the quality 
press is formal, is emotionally neutral etc isn’t it the case that sometimes maybe if you framed 
it from an emotive perspective wouldn’t that be keeping with tabloid conventions 
DM its applicable, if I understood you well. with the tabloid we tend to use street lingo, 
everyday language, informal language that is used in the streets. because if you check our 
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stories the language that we use compared to the language that is used by chronicle, its 
different 
KN that I understand. what about the emotional aspect because you are writing mostly about 
human interest issues 
DM so it depends with a story, like I highlighted last time if its rape we tend to one down to 
show emotion, to show a human side but certain stories you need to paint the picture that 
this thing happened at a certain place, so that the reader would be grabbed in the story, 
emotionally that is 
KN last time you highlighted some stories which stood out for you, now that you talked about 
rape. the story of the prophet who rapes the two teens and who later died. you said the story 
of the prophet stood out for you why? 
DM one, this prophet I heard, and I presume he was HIV positive. he impregnated these two 
teenage girls. after impregnating them he infected them with HIV. these two kids ran away 
from their parents, they were homeless then he took advantage of their situation 
. he slept with the used them as sex objects for his selfish end, you see now. then after that 
he dies these kids were taken by another member of the church, now they are being sexually 
abuse wherever they are. one maybe has given birth, has delivered. maybe the child is HIV 
positive. maybe if they went for tests they managed to protect the child, if they didn’t it’s 
another case 
KN so you are particular about this fact that they are manipulated, and the y were used 
because of their desperate situation. he impregnates them, not only that he infects them with 
HIV/Aids and most probably the child again is already a victim 
DM You see now 
KN why do you feel it’s important to highlight that? 
DM Yah, to make people aware that not all men of cloth are trustworthy 
 are honest in their... preaching of the gospel. because mind you they are some that come in 
sheep's wolves 
KN. sheep’s clothing but they are wolves 
DM but they are wolves ehe, to what ...deceive people so this story highlights that there are 
people who are Christians or some pastors who are fond of deceiving people in the name of 
God. 
KN wouldn’t you say that as far as this one is concerned, appreciating that the profession 
basically kills your emotions, wouldn’t you say somehow you were emotionally involved 
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DM (laughs). I can say so because of how the situation unfolded it was very sad. I did the first 
story and then the following week did a follow up 
KN when he had died 
DM when the prophet died. I’m yet to since you heard last time when we were with the editor 
that I’m supposed to do a follow up and find out the whereabouts of these kids 
KN you want to find out the whereabouts of these kids, I know obviously its newsworthy in 
itself but is that all, to just write a follow up story 
DM. No. I presume where they are they are being used, sexually abused right now and the it 
he thing that strikes me most is their parents are worried where they are now. because that 
kid, the other one was from Binga and the other one was from Gwanda. so that prophet took 
that kid when he was conducting his prophetic heling sessions, that’s when he took that kid, 
so the parents are worried, that’s what worries me now, even the issue of abuse strikes me 
most, even their future, now they’ve lost hope. there’s a story of a Sangoma who abused an 
immigrant woman and her daughter and slept with his own child after that the child had to 
drop out of school 
KN similar to this one bed you daughter story? 
DM they are almost similar. that story is very, very sad because that man went to 
Mozambique enticed a lady, this immigrant woman, came with that immigrant. he had 
promised her a job this side, when they got here he started to sexually abuse that woman. 
after that he chased away the woman, then he turned to the kid the daughter of this woman 
KN how old? 
Dm the daughter was around 17 years, impregnated her and dumped her and after that he 
turned to his children who was in form 2. just imagine that picture. then he married another 
on who was 17 years and lived with here in the same house. 
 the guy is an influential person in the society 1 he’s a Sangoma 2 sabhuku connected to Zanu-
Pf. the community respects him and you know in rural areas if they know you are connected 
to so and so they fear 
KN given that his status makes him somehow 
D untouchable 
KN most people fear hi, because of all these attributes, politically connected 
DM Sangoma, hell strike you with lightning 
KN how did this story get to you, cause it wouldn’t be easy for people to sound the alarm that 
this is what has happened 
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DM what happened that this guy is a village herd and was at loggerheads with the headmen 
they were not seeing eye to eye, so the headman is the one who tipped me and sent me a 
message so there’s a Sangoma who’s sexually abusing his children and an immigrant. you can 
come and interview so and so, he even gave me the names of people that I would interview. 
KN from the stories that you’ve written, would you say there’s a common cause behind this 
abuse? 
DM to a lesser extent yes. taking advantage of the situation, taking advantage of the 
unsuspecting children. this child maybe is an orphan or maybe id from a poor background or 
maybe his parents are not financially stable, so the child is in need. then the person takes 
advantage of that child. 
KN so its poverty 
DM poverty 
KN and socio-economic status 
Dm um huh mainly for those in rural areas 
KN Ok 
DM but in urban areas it’s not mainly caused by poverty. Mainly caused by kids who are 
wayward and want to experiment 
KN and expose themselves to vulnerable situations 
DM you see now 
KN what about this one Sangoma and this one you were referencing that guy is a feared 
inyanga of sorts and the prophet  
DM if you check the apostolic sects they have their belief that they marry of mostly teenage 
girls to well up men within their circle. it’s a culture to them or let me say it’s a tradition that 
they follow or inherited from whoever there but now they are still pursuing it. but there are 
some who have been conscientized about the negative effects of this lifestyle. 
KN what would you say generally about the situation of children these days 
DM they are at risk. most of the children especially those who walk long distances I’m very 
much concerned about those children based in rural areas. they walk for almost 10km to 
school, just imagine the risk that they are exposed to, is a teenage girl, is in form 2 maybe has 
got a skimpy uniform not out of will but out of poverty. the parents cannot afford a long 
uniform, ` maybe they got that uniform from a relative.so just those guys in a rural area they 
see the thighs etc of a teenager girl or they take advantage of the situation they give that kid 
a dollar. that kid is exposed to rape abuse etc. Even walking long distances I believe it’s abuse, 
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walking 20km to and from and it’s a girl child just imagine, is very much exposed to abuse can 
be raped and killed and infected with HIV and be given money for transport. the guy will say 
I’ll give you $10 for transport. just imagine that kid is staying with the grandparents, doesn’t 
have money for fees but is eager to learn, then there’s someone who says ill pay fees for you. 
those guys are dangerous and turn that kid to a wife to a sex object. the guy will say since you 
know I’m assisting you with fees you have to sleep with me. 
KN the long distances its abuse in itself 
DM let me add something. even if you check the community members there, they are not 
knowledgeable on the issues of abuse. that’s why you see a child in rural areas maybe 13-
year-old getting married. to them it’s not something strange like in urban areas its normal. its 
normal. They’ll say so and so failed grade 7 last year and is now married, maybe at 14 just 
imagine. the person cannot make an informed decision on her own, will that person lead a 
good life? even if you check how society is composed there due to that lack of knowledge lack 
of information, rape to them occurs in their mind when someone was threatened with a knife 
but if ever if it was consensual to them it’s not rape.  
KN even if it was with a child  
dm ehe even if it was with a child 
KN because the child said yes its 
DM the parents will sweep it under the carpet, he will pay lobola in the future. After all, maybe 
that person is apo are caught in +-+  
officer with money giving their kid money they’ll say its ok he will pay lobola. there are certain 
pockets of parents who are caught in such cases. Like a certain police officer, there’s a story 
that I wrote this week but didn’t come out maybe it will come out next week. he was caught 
red handed with a 13-year-old kid, he had to bolt out of the house just imagine. lucky enough 
those parents reported that officer to the officer in charge, leading to the arrest of that police 
officer 
KN you’ve actually given me a good example of a story that comes to you and it’s not 
published. how do you feel about that here is abuse it’s happening and doesn’t see the light 
of day? 
DM it’s discouraging and demotivating especially if they don’t explain 
KN would you shed light on why it didn’t make it through 
Dm at ties we ask at ties we don’t ask because it will see as if you are troublesome 
KN this particular one you didn’t ask 
DM im yet to ask because the boss is not around 
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KN im taken by this point that walking that distance itself is abuse, it puts them at risk makes 
the vulnerable. the question I have is to what extent do you highlight these things. it connects 
with that previous question; the focus is on sexual abuse but the circumstances. to what 
extent do you highlight these things. and it highlights one thing in a certain sense the abuse 
is cause by how our society is structured.  
DM Matabeleland region especially there are less schools. you’ll find at a place there’ll be no 
school, but if you go to Masvingo each village has its own primary and secondary school. This 
side there’s one secondary school and no high school they’ll learn up to for4 then they are 
done. also, that distance discourages them to continue with education. because if one fails 
maybe form 4 will he say let me endure again for two years if she repeats form 3. these kids 
are very much expose to such abuse. even their teachers are the abusers. this kid walks about 
20km then the teacher will say maybe they dismiss around 4 and on that particular day it’s 
raining heavy pour. and the teacher will say ill accommodate you and you’ll sleep in the sitting 
room what will happen? you know that if that teacher decided to abuse that kid the kid wont 
report why?1 is a person of authority, 2 the teacher is assisting this kid. by the time he starts 
to have sex with that kid hell do everything for that kid. there’s another story that we wrote 
it happened in Mathabiswana primary school near umguza. there was this teacher who was 
in love with two grade 7children. he would give these girls money for breakfast to buy 
anything during break and buy anything things for them in town. that matter was not being 
reported even in class he wasn’t beating them. so those teachers who are supposed to be 
guardians become abusers. like those police officers who are supposed to police the 
community at time they become abusers 
KN what do you think should be done to improve the reporting of these issues 
DM mainly to the editors...eh at times b metro if it’s not about sex etc it won’t make it to the 
paper but to society its important. that one is difficult because they’ll say it won’t sell the 
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Key 
Q=question 
 FG2 (R1) =focus group 2, respondent 1. 
Q let’s start with a general question, what do you find interesting about the B-Metro? 
FG2 (R1) 1 Sam 
it presents what happens in the community. For example, it has stories about what happens 
in the rural areas. You read stories from Lupane, plumtree or Pumula 
FG2 (R2) 2 Melissa 
it has local and regional stories, what example from South Africa 
FG2 (R3) 3 Gwen  
It is in tune with what happens in the community the phone. It covers other areas that are 
not coverage by the mainstream… how people are living... though the stories are bizarre, 
they are things that are happening 
FG2 (R4) 4 reubokile 
 their style, their language is not formal...and the issue of age, it accommodates the youth 
FG2 (R1) Chronicle and the mainstream papers seem to focus on being seen as politically 
correct by the government. That's why most of the time they are reporting what the 
president is doing and so forth. To the extent that for an ordinary person to appear in the 
chronicle aah it will take a miracle. b Metro it's for the common people.  
FG2 (R2) 
These are other papers are more into politics, then business, business. This one is more 
social because all these issues are what is happening in our society 
q when you hear child abuse what comes to mind? 
FG2 (R1)   
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Forcing a kid to do anything because a child cannot consent to anything legally. I can't say 
I’ve fallen in love with the 10-year old kid, because she has not yet reached the age of 
maturity, she can’t consent to such a proposal. Even if I use psychology to make the kid 
consent to that, go to bed with a minor that's abuse. also, physical abuse e.g.  hitting a child 
that's also abuse. Of course, culturally there is beating of children for correctional purposes, 
but at times it pushes the line. 
FG2 (R4) for me abuse is when a child is hindered from enjoying his or her constitutional 
Rights 
FG2 (R2) Child abuse is inflicting pain on a child or a minor. e.g. when you whip a minor child 
is too young to understand. So, it's physical or emotional abuse. 
FG2 (R3) child abuse is when a child's rights are infringed. a child has needs and should be 
provided for. They shouldn't be punished for asking for food or violated sexually or 
emotionally.  
Would you say this story Sodom and Gomorrah, woman lover intimate in front of children, is 
this child abuse? 
FG2 (R1) it is abuse because the teenagers are not supposed to be exposed to sex. They may 
develop a desire to engage in sex not because they've reached maturity but because they’ve 
seen in adults engaging in careless sex.   
FG2 (R3) it is abuse because the more they see it would become a norm for them and they 
take it to the streets and want to do it with other kids. 
FG2 (R2)   This is abuse because the parent and the lover we are exposing these kids to 
pornography. these kids have not reached the age of consent and exposing children to 
pornography is an offence… They will take these things and go and practice them with other 
kids or even with adults. That's where you find a 14-year-old boy raping his sister, because 
he has no respect.  
FG2 (R4) it is abuse, psychologically. The kids won't be able to perform in school that vision 
will affect them.  
FG2 (R2) 
Exposing kids to porn, they become addicted to porn they will spend most of the time 
looking for porn on the internet. 
FG2 (R1) and it's their mother, they would be emotionally hurt by seeing their mother in the 
sex act. mature as I am now, I wouldn't want to see my own mother having sex. I’ll be 
traumatized. 
what are your comments about the other two stories, prophet rapes tens and woman 
strangles baby? 
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FG2 (R2) prophets psychologically deceive people...they emotionally blackmail you. like this 
girl she met him and told the prophet that I have a problem with my uterus. You’ll find that 
before that the prophet had been moving around the area and heard the stories so and so 
has a uterus, migraine problem etc. when he gathers those people, he now has knowledge 
and he convinces them by identifying them by their problems and tells them to come and 
see him for your prayers. so, it's a psychological game and he implants fear in you… if you 
don't do this you will die along with your family. so, you become afraid and you comply.  
FG2 (R1) actually the girl child is a target for these spiritual people, self-styled prophets and 
nangas and so forth. there’s the social belief that if you sleep with a young girl you get 
power, I can imagine how many prophets believe if you sleep with a young girl you get 
power...cause if they wanted sex why don’t they look for an adult woman. they target 
minors because of superstitious reasons. 
FG2 (R4) In our society people look up to the so-called man of god and they take advantage, 
it goes back to the issue of psychological manipulation. probably the girls believed that if 
they sleep with him, they'll be healed. where were the parents of these girls, when they 
were taken by a stranger until they were pregnant? prophets abuse their power, when the 
prophet says do this people don't challenge them, especially women.  
what do others think of the point he's raising that women are more vulnerable to these self-
styled prophets 
FG2 (R1) most definitely women have unique problems like the example of the uterus. if 
women can't afford to seek medical attention and someone comes and says im able to cure 
you, they'll go for that. if you go to the hospital, they want money and you are not 
employed, probably there's poverty at home and he says come with me I can give you food, 
they'll follow such a person. 
FG2 (R1) people are always seeking salvation, the saying says it’s not known what made the 
pig fat.  You find that a woman will be having problems with her husband, she'll seek advice 
from her pastor, Community leader, doctor, from anyone who can offer advice about what 
to do. If you look at churches, they're full of women we’re all looking for salvation, have 
different motivations for going to church. One is sick, another is looking for marriage, 
another wants to fix their marriage. that's why they take advantage of us because they 
know were looking for help.  
FG2 (R3) What I’m also noting is the way this power is used, they're using persuasion. like 
it's been said if I’ve had a problem from a long time you've tried this and that, gone to the 
doctor to no avail and then someone says they can solve it, it gives someone hope. And 
these prophets they earn the trust of the community, people actually encourage you to go 
and try them and these prophets manipulate the trust. 
does this answer the question that was posed earlier about where the parents were? 
FG2 (R2) he probably negotiated with parents, persuaded them using their fear 
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FG2 (R1) the problem goes back to the parents even if you can't afford to take your child to 
the hospital, so she is treated for the uterus problem and you decide to try prophets, why 
don't you go with her? 
Which of these stories stands out for you? 
FG2 (R1) woman strangles baby because there is a life lost. Of course, there are background 
problems like poverty. the woman says that I didn't want our baby to suffer because there 
was no money for preparations. So, it’s the effect of poverty in a certain sense. 
FG2 (R2) for me it's the same story because I believe there's a story behind this story. the 
husband refuses that he failed to support and say I'm always doing piece jobs to provide for 
my family.  
FG2 (R2) this woman was being selfish how do other women like her provide for their kids? 
q What about the husband? 
FG2 (R1) of course he does piece jobs but maybe the man was not supportive enough. What 
a woman goes through when she's pregnant, us men well never fully understand? the pain, 
the pain… this woman needed emotional and psychological support from the husband.  But 
he was probably also struggling the economy is bad.  
FG2 (R2). yes, the economy is bad, but we see other women who live on the street heavily 
pregnant, carrying another child on the back, husband on the side. According to me these 
people were fighting, and the woman said I'll fix the husband by killing the baby. That's what 
we do as women when I fight with my husband, I look for a way to fix him, to make him feel 
the pain. But at the end of the day were all affected the family has lost a grandchild, the 
community has lost, and both parents are affected. 
FG2 (R1) to add on to the point that they were probably fighting, you see families living on 
the street, but I assume it’s because there's love there, here there was no love. 
what are your comments about how the abuse is reported? 
FG2 (R1) I’d be interested to know what happened to the prophet, was he jailed? maybe it’s 
asking too much of the B metro but I would want to know what happened to the kids, was 
there any intervention, was there any child protection organization that took the children or 
is there a way people can contribute towards helping these girls?  maybe it’s asking too 
much from the B metro, it's not their mission. I’ve heard of the problem, but I would also 
have loved to hear of the solution.  
FG2 (R3) the strangled baby story, I don't know if this Danisa is a man or not, but we needed 
more background as to why the woman did this?  
FG2 (R4) newspapers are supposed to inform, I would expect them to write about child 
rights and what happened to the children.  
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why do you think society needs to know about these things? 
p society needs to be taught about these things, it's not only prophets who abuse children. 
charity begins at home, as parents we should teach our kids that no one should touch you 
inappropriately, the garden boy, your uncle, father brother or your neighbour. regardless 
whether it’s a boy or a girl, sexual abuse affects everyone. it's not only happening in 
churches but in our community.  
FG2 (R4) these neighbours knew all along that the kids were being sexually abused but they 
didn't even bother to report. society needs to be educated.  
FG2 (R2) if action had been taken theses two girls wouldn’t have vanished and the prophet 
would have been punished. if they are not punished it becomes a norm as if it's right.  
